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Abstract

Despite the countless publicationson the subject, globalization remains a black box. On the descriptive level, there is
relative consensusas to thefacts, but themeaning is not truly understood.As a result, extremely contradictory hypotheses
circulate,rangingfrom the‘endof geography’theglobalvillageandtheborderless‘globalcompany’ to thosewhohighlight
the developmentof territorialized forms of production and the role of proximity. This article brings out the different
ways of viewing this phenomenonand their consequences. The main rift betweenthe differentapproachesis between
‘homogenizing’ approachesand‘particularizing’ approaches. The formerpostulate that any phenomenonmay be viewed
within a ‘universal’ schemethat is ‘apriori’ deemedsufficient to explainreality, while thelatterarebasedon the irreducible
singularityof eachcaseandproposeconstantlyevolving explanatoryschemas.

Intr oduction

Today, the themeof globalization is at theheartof concerns
anddebates. It is a rag-bagof a notion, invoked in turn to
justify mass redundancies or to denouncethe hold which
thebiggest industrial and financialmultinationalshave over
society. Despite the countlesspublications on the subject,
globalization remainsa blackbox. On the descriptive level,
thereis relativeconsensus(seebelow) as to thefacts, but the
meaning isnot truly understood.Asa result, extremely con-
tradictory hypotheses circulate. Someput forward utopian
discourses on the ‘end of geography’(O’Brien, 1992) on
the global village basedon the new communications and
transportation technologies and on the borderless ‘global
company’. At the other end of the spectrum, theses are
springingupwhich highlightthepresentdevelopmentof ter-
ritorializedformsof production (Benko, 1995)andtherole
of proximity (Maillat et al., 1993).

Thequestion posedin this article is thereforethefollow-
ing: how is it possible that totally contradictory scientific
discourseson thespatialaspectsof globalizationcanbeelab-
oratedstarting with the same view of the facts?This article
doesnot aim to add additional arguments on either side of
the scale, but ratherto bringout the differentways of view-
ing this phenomenonandtheir consequences. According to
theapproachchosenby theresearcher, agiven aspectwill be
singledout over theothers, therebyproducing a given con-
clusion ratherthanothers. Eventhoughit is still tooearlyto
understandexactly whatglobalizationsignifies, let usat least
try to clarify thedifferentwaysof approaching thequestion.

In my opinion, the main rift betweenthe differentap-
proachesis not based on traditional neoclassical/Marxist
or neoclassical/Keynesian oppositions; rather, it is be-
tween‘homogenizing’ approachesand‘particularizing’ ap-
proaches. Theformerpostulatethatany phenomenonmaybe
viewedwithin a ‘universal’ schemethatis ‘apriori’ deemed
sufficient to explain reality, while the latterare basedon the
irreduciblesingularityof eachcase and propose constantly
evolvingexplanatory schemas.

Thefirst sectiongivesa brief description of whatis gen-
erally called ‘globalization’. Thefollowing sectionsexplain
the way in which eachof the two approachesmentioned
interprets globalization and present-day spatial dynamics.
An effort is madeto highlight not only the strengths, but
also the weaknesses of both approaches. In this context,
the learning region approachshould avoid to becomeone
moreparticularizing approachlike industrial districts or in-
novative milieus. It should ratherfocuson building a new
competenceto understand economic developmentstarting
from its spatialand temporal context.

Exactly what is globalization?

The term ‘globalization’1 is generally taken to mean the
transformation of theeconomic systemover the past twenty
years.

A great deal has beenwritten on globalization and its
effects (oneof the most thoroughandeasily understandable
booksremains that of Dicken 1992).The most significant
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featuresof the world tradesystem may be summedup as
follows(Chesnais, 1994,p. 183):

• “a very cleartrendtowardstheformationof denser
trading zonesaroundthe threepolesof the Triad (note:
Europe,North America and the Far Eastern developed
countries) (aphenomenoncalled the‘regionalization’ of
trade);
• anequally pronouncedtrendtowardsthe polariza-

tion of world trade asa result of the increasedmarginal-
ization of all countriesexcludedfrom ‘regionalization’
at thethreepolesof theTriad,
• the fact that a large share of world tradeis now

directly shaped by direct foreign investment - intra-
company trade,exports by subsidiaries, transboundary
sub-contracting;
• the increasing irrelevance (at least for the time

being) of the distinction between‘domestic’ and ‘ for-
eign’, as companiescompete just as vigorously on the
‘internal’ marketsof eachcountryason ‘foreign’ mar-
kets, due to foreign investments and negotiated trade
liberalization;
• lastly – and this is directly linked to the above –

theparadigmof comparativeadvantage,with tradegains
for all participants, hasbeenreplacedby that of inter-
national competition, wherethe competitivenessof each
determinesthewinnersand the losers”.

To sum up,thecirculation of capital, goodsandservices,
by inducingcompetitionbetweenactorssituatedin differ-
ent countriesand different regions, challengesestablished
companiesandproduction systems.

Technological change, the development of markets
which are muchmoresegmented and evolutive thanin the
past, together with international deregulation of activities,
have broughtabouta shift from a period of stability and
growth in the industrializedcountriesasa whole to a period
of instability . From a corporatepoint of view, thishasled to
a move from somewhatclosed, rigid and hierarchizedorga-
nizationstowardsmoreopen,moredecentralizedandmore
‘fl exible’ organizations. In a context which is becoming in-
creasingly unstable and uncertain, companiesareobligedto
develop modalities for adaptation and innovation which im-
ply that they openup to the outside, to information which
comesfrom markets, and to new products and new tech-
nologies. Consequently, today’seconomic globalization has
led to theemergenceof ‘networks’ of companies(Piore and
Sabel,1984;Harrison,1994;Maillat et al., 1993;Johansson
et al. 1994).In general, regardlessof theapproach,all agree
on thesepoints.

On the other hand,this unanimity disappearsas soonas
questionsareputwith regardto theorigin andspatial impact
of this transformation.Somearguethat networksof compa-
niesspringfrom processeswhichareanchoredin a territory.
They give birth to ‘ local production systems’ (Garofoli,
1983), ‘small firms systems’ (Garofoli, 1992), ‘ industrial
districts’ (Beccatini,1990), ‘ technologydistricts’ (Storper,
1991;Courlet andPecqueur, 1992),etc. Othersfeelthat they
are characteristic of ‘strategic alliances’ which the major

companieson theplanetform betweeneachotherto reduce
their R&D costs, master the complexity and intersectoral
natureof thenew technologies, reducethetime lagbetween
productinventionandproductlaunch,gainaccessto foreign
markets, etc. (Harrison,1994).According to this view, such
strategicalliancesreducethesefirms’ dependency on agiven
regionor country.

This brings us to the central question of this article. At
present, there are two opposing theses concerning global-
ization and territorialization of economicactivities: on the
onehand,someauthorsarguethattheypushall areas(local,
regional, national, etc.) towards a single economic system;
otherauthorsmaintain that they leadto a break-upof devel-
opmental logics andthat asa result each area must find its
own way. What are thepresuppositions that leadbothsides
to arriveat diametrically opposedconclusions?

The dif ferent interpretationsof globalization

Therearedifferent waysof apprehending therealityof glob-
alization. Just like any humanscience,regional scienceis
drivenby several paradigms.

The two approachesdescribed below utilize spatial con-
cepts that differ. Thus, homogenizing approachesspeakof
areas, transportation costs, and regionsassupportareasfor
economicactivities, etc.,whereasparticularizingapproaches
utilize the notions of territory, anchorage, proximity, etc.
Using Astley (1985) and Coomans(1995) as a basis, we
shall divide theseapproachesinto two main families: on the
onehand‘homogenizing’ approachesandon theotherhand
‘particularizing’ approaches(Figure1).

Homogenizing approachesstress the need to include
every phenomenonin a ‘universal’ schema,a ‘hypotheti-
cal and synthetic theory’ , which is ‘a priori’ assumed to
exist and to be sufficient to explain reality. Consequently,
a researcherwho adopts this approachwill show how uni-
versal theoriesand their laws explain reality asa whole (in
Figure1, from upside down to the reality). It is supposed
that the latter is homogeneousandthat eachof its partsis
subjectto thesameforcesof evolution. Researchersin this
category tend to prefer maintaining established theoretical
frameworksand preserving their internalcoherence,evenif
this meanssometimesconsidering realitieswhichcontradict
these frameworksasnegligeable, unimportant or aberrant.

Conversely, particularizing approachesstart with thesin-
gular, then compareit with other singular cases in order
gradually to work out intermediateconceptsand explanatory
representations(in Figure1, from below up to the theory).
The latter are never meantto be final; rather, they are al-
waysopenin orderto incorporateobservationswhich might
contradict theschemathathasbeendevelopedup until then.
As a result, their ‘ theories’consistently suffer from instabil-
ity anda certainlack of focus. Researchersin this category
emphasizetheperpetualrecreationof diversity on thebasis
of regional dynamisms. They systematically relativize the
restrictiveeffectsof globalization,andon thecontrary, show
how it providesan opportunity for differentiation.
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Figure 1. Homogenizing and particularizing approaches and their relationship to theory and realitySource:Own elaboration

Accordingly, this opposition contrasts on the one hand
rather speculative minds, enemies of heterogeneity, always
seeking to perceive the unity of the case at hand, and on
the other hand rather empirical minds, constantly working
to divide nature up into a great many varieties. Each of these
attitudes helps in its own way to further the knowledge-
gathering process (Coomans, 1995).

Homogenizing approaches

Homogenizing approaches are based on a Darwinian evo-
lutionary model. Pressure from globalization is interpreted
as an increase in the pressure of the competitive environ-
ment on companies, of which only the strongest and/or the
best suited will survive. Globalization is thus perceived as a
unidimensional process of ‘selection’.

Homogenizing approaches strive for universality. They
propose paradigms of thinking which start with logical
constructions which are supposed to apply to the entire
economic system and are based on the uniqueness of the
explanatory principle. Globalization is thus held to be an
exogenous force that operates on each of the areas. In other
words, the latter are nothing more than the undifferenti-
ated mediums of the process of selection via competition,
a process which operates everywhere in the same fashion,
even if its effects may be differentiated according to region.

Among these approaches, we shall examine successively
‘flexible specialization’(Piore and Sabel, 1984), ‘concen-
tration without specialization’ (Harrison, 1994) and finally
‘economic geography’ which combines the neoclassical ap-
proach and increasing returns (Krugman, 1991).

Flexible specialization

Flexible specialization (Piore and Sabel, 1984) is a theory
based on the idea that mass production is no longer the dom-
inant model of industrial development, which the authors
contrast with a model of development for various production
forms all based on networks of companies working together
to innovate and adapt rapidly to changing, evolving demand:
‘flexible specialization’. Based on this idea, Piore and Sabel
foresee convergence between the two production modes.
On the one hand, big companies will restructure by adopt-
ing ‘flexible’ technologies, decentralizing decision-making
processes and working together with other companies. On
the other hand, localized networks of SMEs based on the
model of the Italian industrial districts will develop. The two
forms of production will come together and these authors
have voiced the idea that this type of production system will
dominate in the future.

By stressing the present difficulties in changing over
from an industrial system geared to mass production to a
more flexible system capable of mastering the new technolo-
gies and responding to changing and segmented demand,
flexible specialization has undeniably furthered thinking in
this field. However, the theory of convergence between net-
works of SMEs and the decentralization of big companies,
and hence, above and beyond this, the radical transforma-
tion of the capitalist system into a much more open and
less hierarchized system, is clearly a bit excessive. Assert-
ing that flexible specialization will impose itself as the sole
form of production (Amin and Robins, 1991) clearly consti-
tutes a kind of teleologism. This normative and somewhat
hasty generalization is the characteristic of homogenizing
approaches, and allows them to be both coherent and ap-
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pealing while continuing to simplif y somewhat in relation to
the reality they seekto explain.

Theneomarxist approaches

Neomarxist approachesstress thedominantroleof big com-
paniesin therecompositionof areas.Dueto their capacityto
invest in differentareasendowed with differentlabourchar-
acteristics, they canstimulatecompetitionbetweencountries
over production costs and exploit rare technological re-
sourceswhereverthey exist. Themechanismsof investments
anddisinvestmentsworldwidestemsfrom thesearchfor the
best profit opportunities. In thefieldof industrial andservice
production,big companiesseekto structuretheorganization
of production by optimizing their use of thedifferentkinds
of labour. This formof spatial division of labourenablesbig
companies to both internalize technological resourcesand
keepwageclaimsundercontrol.

Neomarxist approaches, by takingthepermanenceof ac-
cumulation mechanisms in the capitalist production mode
as a basis, interpret globalizationas the search for and
consolidationof new opportunitiesfor accumulation.

For example, Harrison’s (1994) central thesis is the
strengthening of the domination of theeconomic systemas
a whole by the big companies. This strengthening comes
througha ‘concentration’ of economic power, withouthow-
ever leading to a ‘centralization’ from a spatial point of
view. At atimewhen theimperativeof flexibility dominates,
mechanismsfor control by big companiesno longerneces-
sarily depend on direct takeovers but rather the ability of
a company, situated at the centre of the economic system,
to control networks of other companies throughcontracts
and relationships based on trust. This type of relationship
is developing both betweenbig companiesandwith SMEs,
governmentsand local authorities. Thus, big companies, in
orderto maintain their profit ratios, aretending to become
moreflexible, leanerandmoreefficient.

As far as the regional dynamics of SME systems are
concerned– for example the Italian industrial districts –,
Harrison endeavours to show either that the big companies
control themindirectly or that they must be consideredas
‘specialcases’.

Thus, one characteristic of our era is that companies
are better able to overcomespatial and temporal barriers,
thereby enabling them to co-ordinate activities situated in
differentareasanddifferentsectors. Thisnetwork organiza-
tion supposedly reinforcesinequalitiesand existing stratifi-
cationsof jobsand income,while this institutionalization of
a duality in the labourmarket is said to reinforceeconomic
andsocial inequalityin andbetweenthedif ferentcountries
andregions(Harrison,1994).

Thus, thebookpublishedby PioreandSabel(1994),and
the onebroughtout by Harrison (1994)ten yearslater are
perfectly antithetical.The former stressesthe revolutionary
and decentralizednatureof the economictransformations
under way, while the latter emphasizes the perennity of
structuresandtheconcentrationof power.

Neoclassical approaches

Neoclassical approaches, for their part, stress the pro-
gression towards equilib rium betweenregions and between
countries. This equilibrium is reachedthrough trade and
the mobility of capital and labour combinedwith trans-
portation costs. In this paradigm, the question of global-
ization is essentially that of ‘convergence’or ‘divergence’
betweenthe dif ferent areas, and agreementon this point
is far from unanimousbetweenthe proponents of the neo-
classical paradigm2. For some, and in conformity with
Ricardo’s theoryand the Heckscher–Ohlin theorem,glob-
alization leadsto theconvergenceof thedifferentcountries
andregionsthroughthe liberalization of flowsof goodsand
capital.However, the most recentdevelopmentsemphasize
the processes of divergencewhich stem from the develop-
mentof regionswhich tradewith eachotherand between
which population displacementsoccur. Thus, Krugman
(1991),by ‘discovering’ therelationshipbetweengeography
and increasing returns, managesto describe the extremely
contrastedevolutionaryprocessesbetweenregions. Progres-
sions leading to centre/periphery equilib ria are highlighted.
Similar ideashad already been broadly developedsince
Myrdal (1957),highlightingeithereconomiesof agglomera-
tion, downstreamandupstreamindustrial relationships, etc.
(Rallet andTorre,1995).

As for understanding why a given region develops to
the detriment of another, Krugman (1991, p. 7) evokes
‘historical accidents’ , namely, exogenouseventsof a mi-
croeconomicnatureor ‘self-fulfilling expectations’ whose
origin is no moreclear. Krugmanis thusawareof the fact
thathismodelsdonotmakeit possibleto explain thegenesis
of the developmentof an area.This is why he puts forward
these two elements– historical accidentsand self-fulfilling
expectations – in the form of ‘black boxes’. He doesnot
know what makes it possible for the developmentof a re-
gion to begin and continue,but heextracts certain elements
therefromto describeandmodelizedeterministic sequences.
To sum up, andin thesameway as neomarxist approaches,
Krugmanprovidesno explanation for the developmentof a
given region.Moreover, thereis ‘spontaneousgeneration’ of
thedevelopmentof an area.

Regardlessof whetherit arguesthatglobalization favours
the convergenceor divergenceof areas, the neoclassical
approachremains the typical example of a homogenizing
approach.In thesemodels, theprocessesof maximization of
corporateprofitsand theutility of individualsapply in identi-
cal ways to variousspatial entities. All ‘ regions’ , regardless
of their characteristics, aresubject to the sameunified de-
terminisms. Accordingly, the theoretical model is always
coherent,yet this internalcoherenceoften makes it neces-
sary to take liberties with reality. For example, Krugman
systematically usesreality asa source of inspiration in the
form of ‘stylized facts’ . Based on an anecdoteor a table
of figures, he develops a model while subsequently leav-
ing aside the rest of the anecdote and retaining only those
elementswhich correspondto hismodel.

The primary value of Krugman’s approachin global-
ization problemsis that it makes it possible to go beyond
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RicardoandHeckscher-Ohlin to arrive at the incorporation
of cumulative processes in neoclassical economic theory.
Thus, we move from the idea that there are only winners
in internationaltrade– and in the case at handinterregional
trade– to the ideaof competitiveness, which presupposes
winnersandlosers. Yet thisisnotoriginal.Becausethey pre-
suppose homogeneousandhenceoverly abstractcategories
(companies, labour, investments, state, etc.) and because
they presuppose mechanisms (functioning of markets) that
arerarelypresent in realsituations, neoclassical approaches
arenotableto dealwith thedynamicsof agivenregion,thus
makingit impossibleto provideelementsonwhich concrete
regionalpoliciesmaybebased.

Processesandmethodsof homogenizingapproaches

Homogenizingapproachesare based on theoreticalcorpi
constitutedto set out theoreticalpropositions. Thelatterare
thentestedby confrontingthemwith reality, via economet-
ric or comparative methods. If theproposition appearstrue
in general, it is retained. However, when the specific facts
contradictthe theoreticalpropositions set out, the latterare
not called into question. These facts are simply considered
as not significant, as ‘special cases’ or deviant values. As
for the heart of the theories, its underpinnings are never
calledinto question by empirical elements. Reality and fac-
tual or statisticaldata are usedto ‘ illustrate’ or ‘verify’ the
idea (Figure 1). In theseapproaches, reality thus plays a
‘heuristic’ role insofar as it supplies elements which sub-
stantiateor invalidate a proposal. On other occasions, it
providesa sourceof inspiration through‘stylizedfacts’ . It
puts forwardsideas, and makes it possible to confirm them
viaeconometric or comparativemethods.

Today, thereis no theoryof globalization,strictly speak-
ing. Homogenizingapproachesconsider certain established
facts, such as the growth of internationaltrade and the
opening-upof markets, andinterprettheseelementsdepend-
ingon theirown theoreticalcorpus. Basedontheirrespective
theory, these approachesgenerate hypotheses as to the ef-
fectsof globalization and seekelementsin reality to confirm
or invalidate them.Theprocedureis hypothetico-deductive
with empiricalverifications, regardlessof whetherthelatter
are econometric by nature or simply come from compar-
ison with case studies. Their basic axiomatic aims to be
‘totalizing’. It postulates the‘uniquenessof the explanatory
principle’ of economic dynamics. As a result, globalization
is interpreted as a descending phenomenon,the logic of
which applies to reality asa whole. Intellectually speaking,
there is no room in such approachesfor dynamics which
mightbediverse,contradictoryanddifferentiated depending
on thearea.Theareaor thevariousareasareneveranything
more thanthe medium for the activity of the system, which
develops everywhereaccordingto the same logics. Struc-
tural differencesbetweenareasare deemednothing more
thanhistorical residueor particular cases. The different ar-
easare only considered with regard to the role which they
play in a system whose logic has beenimposed on them.
Note that this doesn’ t meanthatall areasbehavein thesame
way. Dueto historical residue,trajectoriesmaydiverge.

Consequently, homogenizing approacheshave two fun-
damental limits: First, they are not capable of explaining
why a given region is experiencing autonomousdevelop-
ment rather than another region, or why a given region
is experiencing blockagesand decline. In other words, it
is always possible to give examples of regions in which
developmentprocessesareradically differentfrom whatthe-
ory maintains. This poses the problem of the relevancy of
this approachwhen it comesto proposing developmental
policiessuited to real-lif esituations.

The second important limit is that homogenizing ap-
proachesare incapable of explaining how the diversity of
regional technologies and trajectories (re)creates itself. In
the final analysis, any differenceis but a whiff of the past.
The body of actors and regionsaresubject to a ‘selection
process’ . Thus, globalization is consideredas a selection
process, andall economic formswhich do not fit the model
areeliminated. Thefutureis nothingmorethantheevolution
towards flexible specialization or the absolute domination
of the big companies,or the move towards an equilib rium.
This closedconceptionof the future is perhapstheelement
which most precisely characterizesthe homogenizingap-
proaches. In sum,by postulating thehomogeneity of agents
and processes, they cannotapprehendthe way in which a
region makes its difference‘surface’, therebycompromis-
ing convergencetowards an equilib rium or towards another
teleologicalvisionof the future.

Naturally, thevalueof thehomogenizingapproacheslies
in their internal coherence,which facilitatestheir circulation
and transmission. In addition, the fact that they are tied to
constituted theoretical corpi makes it possible to highlight
the permanencies of economic processes. The debate cen-
tresaroundthe theses of thedifferentparties. However, this
debatewill never endbecauseit mainlypertainsto ‘ways’ of
tackling reality, and only dealsin part with reality itself.

Part icular izing approaches

Unlike homogenizing approaches, particularizing ap-
proachesarebased on the ideathat globalization doesnot
merely consist of subjecting the various actors and the
various spacesto superior competitive pressure, but also
represents an opening-up of the competitive environment.
New markets openup, new technologiesbecomeaccessi-
ble and, asa result, new combinationsandnew innovations
becomeforeseeable.This in turn leadsto an opening-upand
an increase in opportunitiesfor differentiationin termsof
companies, production systemsandareas. Thissection aims
first of all to describe the emphasis which particularizing
approachesplaceon the singularity of regional trajectories.
Next, we shall examine the crucial role attributed to the
global environment within this framework, before finishing
with themethodsused.

Themultiplicity of economicdynamics

Particularizing approachesare based on the axiom that
decentralizeddynamics in the economic system trigger
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changeswhich are sufficiently major and sufficiently fre-
quentto prevent the system from converging towardsany
equilib rium whatsoever or guiding itself irremediably to-
wards the final crisis of capitalism. Thus, as far asSchum-
peter (1935)is concerned,the new productivecombinations
always appear‘alongside’ the old forms. They develop ac-
cording to their own logic and can subsequently compete
with old forms until they eliminatethem. Accordingly, this
phenomenonof economic evolution also describesthe pres-
enceof winnersand losers in this gameof globalization,
just asit doesfor homogenizing approaches. However, the
differencelies in the fact that it is possible to win not only
by reproducing existing technologies and products more
efficiently, but also by opening up new niches and new
‘avenues’ which offer an unpredictable potential for devel-
opment. The key to survival is thereforenot necessarily
being strongerthanone’s rivals, but also changing the rules
of the game by differentiating oneself, whether it be at
the level of individual jobs, companies, regionsor nations.
When viewed from this perspective, differentiationdoes
not lie solely in products but also in the organization of
production and thecreation of resources.

From a regionalstandpoint, the fact that certain regions
win while others lose is interpreted as a phenomenonof
‘spatial shift’ (Aydalot, 1986;Thireau,1993):somerich re-
gionswith high immigration ratesbecomepoor;somepoor
regions which export immigrants becomerich and attract
inhabitants, while still others remain on the fringe of this
process. The key question is therefore to determine why a
givenregion experiencesa givendevelopmentwhereas an-
otherbehavesdifferently. Thefundamentalhypothesisstated
by Aydalot (1986) to solve this question is to say that the
capacities(or on the contrary the blockages)which will be
decisive lieonthe‘regionallevel’. This leadsto themethod-
ological necessity to examine differentcases of regions in
order to understand what these internal factors are. The
countlesscase studiescarriedout over thepast twentyyears
should be interpretedalongthese lines.

The particularizing approachstatesthat it is the territo-
rieswhich generate thenew technologies, products, compa-
nies, etc. Naturally, this doesnot involvea will to personify
an area,but ratherto stress the systemic propertieswhich
emergeat the level of the territory andwhich govern its re-
production, developmentor decline over time. Thus, with
this approach,numerousphenomenaare ‘endogeneized’ in
the territories. For example,entrepreneurship is considered
not as an exogenousfactor, but as the capacity of a ter-
ritorial production system to generate entrepreneurs, and
hencecompanies (Garofoli, 1993). New technologiesand
new productsare generatedby innovative milieux (Mail-
lat and Perrin, 1992; Maillat et al., 1993; Ratti et al.
1997;CrevoisierandCamagni, 2000)or by learningregions
(Asheim, this volume; Maillat and Kébir, 1999).This, it is
territories, with their specificities, which end up, at least in
part, byshapingeconomic dynamics, not thecontrary.

Theseeffortshavehighlightedthewayin which aregion,
andmoreprecisely a territorial production system, manages
to recreateabsolute advantages by ‘differentiating itself’ in

a world environment marked by competition. Consequently,
one of the primary oppositions betweenthe homogeniz-
ing and particularizing approacheslies in the nature of
the relationship between the region and its technological
environmentand theglobalizedmarket.

Therelationship betweenthe region andtheworld
environmentasa learningprocess

By inserting itself in a technological and market context
which hasbecomeplanetwide, a territorial production sys-
tem managesto sell its productswith sufficientaddedvalue
to enable it to reproduceitself. Consequently, developing
specific resourcesinvolves‘both’ amovementtowardsreor-
ganizinganddevelopingresourceswithin the region ‘and’a
repositioning in relation to markets andtechnologiesplan-
etwide. These two movements are two sides of the same
coin. This is how we should understand the ‘autonomy’
(Varela, 1989)of a region as opposed to its ‘autarky’. The
internal movementis a componentof a difference– i.e., a
border– betweenthe global environmentand the regional
milieu and hence the latter’s own evolution. For example,
the industrial district of Montebelluna,which alreadyhasa
long history in thefield of sportsshoes, hasin recentyears
witnessed a process wherebythe companies in the region
havebeenmergedwith or taken over by largeoutsidegroups
(CamagniandRabelloti,1997).Afterwards, thelocalmilieu
bouncedbackby switching over from shoesto snowboards,
andisexperiencinganew dynamicof company start-upsand
expansion. In the watch-making region of the Jura Arc, it
was theinvention,in the1980s, of thefashion watchandthe
rediscovery of the watch asa prestige symbol which have
enabled the region to stagea comeback(Crevoisier, 1993a,
b). These examplesshow the capacity of certain regionsto
recreateoutletsworldwideinan autonomousway. Thisrepo-
sitioning implies,in thesamemovement, areorganizationof
their resourcesanda specificationof their know-how. This
is theessenceof theregionallearningprocess.

Innovative milieux and learning regions thus possess
this dual characteristic of being ‘both’ open and closed
(Crevoisier, 1990).They are openbecause they areable to
grasp, attract andadapttechnologiesandinformation from
various, often quite remoteareas. Of course, this percep-
tion doesnot operate in all directions. It is the result of the
elaboration of representationsof the milieu’sactorswith re-
gard to both themilieu itself and its environment. Moreover,
the milieu is closedinsofar as the actors who compose it
arecapableof makingtheorganizationand theresourcesat
their disposal evolve autonomously. This dynamic is char-
acterizedby the collective ability to represent its resources,
matchthem up – atthecognitivelevel – with anenvironment
which is undergoing transformation, and ensure that their
resourcesandorganizationevolve accordingly. Thus, there
is no ‘autarky’ insofarasthemilieu isnot closedto its world
environment; rather, somemay speakof the ‘autonomy’ of
this milieu in relation to outside forces– in particular those
of technological changeand market globalization. These
forcesdo not thereforeoperate mechanically on the region.
They are always mediatizedby the representationsof the
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milieu’s actors and their ability – more or lessdeveloped –
to use these transformationsto improve their positioning in
relation to otherareas.

ColletisandPecqueur(1995)show thateventhoughcer-
tain areascanbe led to compete on the basisof quantitative
factors, otherareasthrow off thisconstraint by proposing an
‘offer of territorial specificity’. This offer is based on non-
reproducibleknowledge,i.e.,knowledgewhich is not likely
to exist elsewhereor beduplicated.It rests on the existence
of qualified labour, a training andresearchpotential, a spe-
cializedor heterogeneousproduction system, but cannotbe
summed up as a simple aggregation of dif ferent ‘specific
actors’ . Indeed,these factorsmust be ‘ linked accordingto
a configuration not likely to be foundelsewhere’ in orderto
becometheleverfor thedevelopmentof aregion.‘Industrial
organizationandterritorial organization thuscreateaunique
situation of dynamic complementarity’ (id.). Accordingly,
thepracticalvalue of these ‘specificassets’ dependson the
conditionsin which they are put to use.To takeanexample,
personsspecializedin dyeing leatherhave a skill which not
only is not generated anywhereelse thanin regionsspecial-
ized in leather-working, but which hasno practical value
outsidethecompaniesandareaswhich arestructuredso that
they canproduceandutilize theseskills. Thus, it isaregional
system which generates, implements and prolongsits own
specific assets.

Like Colletis and Pecqueur, particularizing approaches
usually highlight thespecificity of the labourfactor depend-
ing on the area.Economic theorieshave never managedto
integrate the heterogeneousnature of labour in their con-
struction.Marx for example, while recognizingthedifferent
typesof labour, debatedatlengthbeforeasserting,somewhat
unconvincingly, that labourcould be reducedto simple, ho-
mogeneouswork. Accordingly, it isnecessary, to understand
theroleof thespecificity andhomogeneity of thelabourfac-
tor, to resolutelyshif t thecentreof gravity of regional studies
of companies and production systemstowards‘know-how’ .
Companiesdo notlearn:only themenwhorunthempossess
the biological and cultural abilities to learn. Yet very little
study hasbeendonein this area.As far as theregion of the
Jura Arc is concerned,it hasbeenshown that the choices
of companies and the evolution of the industrial structure
asa whole have beensubordinated, at certain historic mo-
ments, to the presence or absence of certain skills and to
theconditionsof their constitution and their implementation
(Crevoisier et al., 1996). The heterogeneity of the labour
factor is thereforeoneof the keys to regionaldevelopment
whena particularizingapproachstressing differentiationis
adopted.Today, skills analysis appearsto be oneof thekey
themesof regionalproblems.

Particularizing approaches challenge the postulate that
the economic process is unique(Coomans, 1995)andstress
the diverse andsometimescontradictory tendencies of this
process. Yet they do notaim to remain confinedto individual
cases. As with the homogenizing approach,they aspire to
supply overall understandingof economic changes. Indeed,
bydrawing attention to thecapacity of some areasto differ-

entiatethemselvesfromeach other, theentiretransformation
of economic areasandindustrial dynamics is reinterpreted.

In this paradigm,the‘territorialization’ of economic dy-
namicsdoesnotconflict with globalization.On thecontrary,
it constitutesthe other side of the coin: that which is glob-
alized is an environmentwhich opensup a new latitude
for territorial production systems. Unlike the integration of
areasin a system which imposes its logic on them, the
focuswith this approachis on recreating diversity and com-
petition betweenregions. Territoriesare no longermerely
‘produced’by economic dynamics; rather, they themselves
becomestructuring elements of the economywith their di-
versity and specificity as fundamental factors to reshape
globaleconomiccompetition.

Methodsof particularizingapproaches

From a methodological point of view, particularizing ap-
proachesuse case studies as basic data. Induction is pre-
eminentwith this way of proceeding.Over thepast twenty
years, countlessstudiesdescribingtherecentdevelopmentof
agivenregionhavebeencarriedout. Thenext phaseconsists
of comparativeapproaches, theelaborationof typologiesand
the development of concepts (Figure 1). Naturally, particu-
larizing approachesdo not useraw realityastheir only start-
ing point. They are significantly influencedby the various
economic theories (neoclassical, Marxist, Schumpeterian,
etc.).On thebasis of the theoreticalbodiesconstitutedand
previouswork done,hypothesescomeinto being which are
then tested in the field. However, field studiesdo not stop
atvalidating or invalidating agiven hypothesis. They enable
progress to be madewith regard to the very categories in
which these hypotheses are drawn up depending on the re-
alities encountered.Thus, particularizingapproachesmake
it possible to pass from a representation of the functioning
of the economic system - based on which hypotheses are
firmedup - to anotherbasedon the categories and relation-
ships actually observed. Accordingly, existing theorieshave
a ‘heuristic’ value, whereascase studiesareconsideredas
intangible truths.

This approachis initially inductive (case study), then
comparative (construction of typologies), and finally con-
ceptual (elaboration of asynthetic representation of reality).
Based on genetic epistemology (Piaget, 1977),knowledge
is constituted by an incessant to-and-fromotion between
the observation of reality and the modification of concepts.
Accordingly, particularizing approachescontain no stable
concepts, acceptedby all andheld to be universal. Report-
ing on suchwork alwaysimplies referringboth to theareas
studiedandtheconceptsdeveloped.

The EuropeanResearch Group on Innovative Milieux
(GREMI) (Maillat et al., 1993;Ratti et al., 1997;Crevoisier
and Camagni, 2000) is particularly representative of this
approach.By conducting parallel inquiries in the various
regional contexts, by juxtaposing them and by identifying
what turns out to be commonto several regionsandwhat
differentiatesthem, it is possible gradually to arrive at an
understandingof regionaldynamics.
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To sum up, the main weakness of particularizing ap-
proachesis thelackof anintegratingtheoreticalframework
which claims to be universal. In this respect, they are
often excluded from the discussions in which better es-
tablished theories are compared. Moreover, particularizing
approachesarerelativelydifficult to convey becausethey im-
ply a strong(‘organic’) relationship betweentheresearcher
andthefield. Like theethnologist – from whomit borrows
many tools– theparticularizingapproachin regionalscience
requiresthe researcherto maintain prolongedcontact with
thefield.

The strength of theseapproacheslies in their ability to
explain the differentiatedevolution of spatial structures, the
emergenceof new dynamic regions and the blockageof
certain regions. Globalizingapproachesareunable, intellec-
tually speaking, to supply convincing explanationsfromthis
point of view. Moreover, particularizingapproachesclosely
embodyregionalscienceinsofar as they are ‘multidiscipli-
nary’ by force of circumstance and possessthe ability to
‘respondto a social demand’,two characteristicsdeemedto
form thebasis of regionalscience(Bailly andCoffey, 1994).

Today, local developmenthas becomea key policy of
structural change(OECD, 1993). This requiresthat each
region understandits vocation,highlight its abilitiesfor co-
operationandhencethespecification of itsresources. Lastly,
such studies must be carried out in collaboration with the
actorsin the field, accordingto the principlesof research
combined with action. Homogenizing approachesdo not
manageto fit into suchprocedures.

Nevertheless, particularizing approacheshave shown
their difficulty to reacha satisfying degree of stable con-
cepts.

Conclusion

Scienceis about anchoringideasin reality. Homogenizing
approachesgenerally consider that using a theory within a
context in a given placeandtime means‘applying’ thatthe-
ory. However, the use should not be reducedto examining
the distance betweenthe reality of the caseand what the
theorysays sincethis context ‘gives it its form’ andperhaps
‘t ransforms’ thiseconomic mechanism.

Particularizing approachespostulatethat thecontext, un-
derstood as a historically built portion of space,gives its
shapeto economic processes. The aim of a particularizing
approachis to explainhow suchparticularitiesof thecontext
give its specific form to economic development. However,
thedanger consistsin multiplying unstableconcepts.

Economic mechanismsarenotdifficult to understandon
the blackboard.Identifying andunderstanding them in real
life is more tricky. The reason behind the problem hereis
thatthespatial andtemporalcontext lendsthesemechanisms
highly varying forms. The difficulty of providing a scien-
tific explanation of economic dynamics would not appear
to comefrom a failure to identify the ‘good’ theory, but
because insufficientwork hasbeencarriedout on the rela-
tion betweenthe fundamental theories and their insertion
in spaceand time. More precisely, the mechanisms cannot

be identified and understood independently of the tempo-
ral aspects and of the spatial dynamics in which they take
place. Economic translations and those within space and
time explain eachother. To take anexample,to my knowl-
edgetheareasof spaceandtime subjacentto theKeynesian
theoryor the neo-classical approacheshave not beenmade
clear. However, we canadoptthe hypothesis that these are
only particularcasesof someeconomicmechanismsinserted
within contexts of space and time, and which give them
their specific form3. In the same way, couldn’t we imag-
ine that industrial districts, technopoles, innovative milieu,
globalcities, local productionsystems, etc. are theconcrete
expressions of relatively few simple economic processes?
‘Learning region’ in its most generalsense simply means
a portion of spacechanging through time. By giving an
accountof the subjacenttime and space patternsbehind
these studies, we canmake the hypothesis that a relatively
restricted numberof economic processes takes an infinite
variety of forms.

Homogenizing and particularizing approachesare not
new. Regional sciencehas always been madeof both of
them. If the learning region approachwants to bring some-
thing new in this context, it should not focuson producing
moreeconomic theoriesor intermediate concepts. They are
alreadytoo numerousandtoo contradictory. It should nei-
therfocuson producingstill morecase studiesof successful
or unsuccessful regions. It should concentrate on building
a general competenceto understandspecific contexts. This
would imply an innovative researchprogrambetween on
onehandeconomistsandon theotherhandgeographersand
historians. Economists have theoriesandproblematics, but
no ‘glasses’to seethem with, i.e.,no epistemology of their
own. Geographersandhistoriansdo have their own episte-
mology, but no problematicsand consequently have little or
no ‘theories’ in thesense of thoseby economists.

Notes

1Many authorsdistinguish betweenthe notions of ‘internationalization’,
‘multinationalization’ and ‘globalization’ (e.g., Chesnais 1994; Dickens
1992,etc.). In this paper, thenotionsareconsideredto besynonymous.
2By ‘neoclassical approach’,I meanthe body of work which postulates
theexistenceof equilibria and which focuseson theidentificationof forces
pushing economic agentstowardsthelatter. This is thusavery broaddefin-
ition.
3National territories, therefore,with their specific economic circuits, give
substanceto the Keynesian theory: a puctiform spacewith instantenous
adjustmentsdeterminesthemechanismsconsideredwithin theneo-classical
approach,etc.
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