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I Introduction

In an era when (those) academics and schol-
ars (with networked computers accessing
well-resourced libraries) have become
increasingly reliant upon downloading online
publications, receiving email alerts about new
journal contents, and becoming adept at the
use of internet search engines to speedily
locate key quotations, it is perhaps helpful to
begin this review with some brief reflections
on the nature, purpose and content of
progress reports themselves. | first consider
such reports at a general level, before turning
to the specific case of ‘geographies of
production’.

A number of aspects of the production
and consumption of academic knowledge
appear different in the current era. In patterns
conceivably becoming akin to ‘fast fashion’,
publications are seemingly required to be
short cycle, quick response and high trend
(Reinach, 2005; Doeringer and Crean, 2000).
The corresponding effects of pronta moda!
(Dunford, 2006; Doeringer and Crean, 2006)
upon progress reports are potentially diver-
gent. It might be suggested, for example, that
by the time a report is compiled and appears
in print ‘current’ debates may have moved on
to an extent as to make assessments seem

unfashionable. Alternatively, it may be that
significant increases in the volume of available
material and an expanding range of publica-
tion outlets make pathways through ‘the liter-
ature’ more influential in structuring our
reading.

Academic work has long been shaped by a
wide range of fashion arbiters, ranging from
key reading lists provided to postgraduate stu-
dents, to the choice of keynote conference
speakers, to — even — the content of ‘progress
reports’ (see also Gibson and Klocker, 2004).
My intention thus is not to level a simple
charge of academic faddism, nor to suggest
that there necessarily has been a straightfor-
ward acceleration in the pursuit of novelty in
recent years. Two decades ago, Taylor’s
progress report concluded that ‘there is a new
trajectory evident in industrial geography
research — the formation of citation circles.
They are particularly clear in the North
American context reinforced by a tendency
to quote only the most recent references’
(Taylor, 1986: 412). Seven years ago Bassett
(1999: 27-28) expressed a similar concern
that ‘frameworks, concepts and ideas
[appeared to be] experiencing a rapidly
diminishing half-life’. Nonetheless, it seems
important to acknowledge the relative
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strength of certain recent changes in aca-
demic knowledge production and consump-
tion. By their very nature, progress reports
may be especially susceptible to pressures to
document ‘increased output and rapid
conceptual shifts’ (Bassett, 1999: 28), as they
are set up to review ‘recent’ developments
within different subdisciplinary walls.

At the same time, it also appears to have
become more challenging to pursue work
beyond the ‘latest’ sets of debates, in part
because the physical availability of written
work increasingly favours new publications
over old. Book print runs are shorter; book-
shops often stock only relatively new works;
and the online availability of journals extends
back for only limited periods. Pressures of
space have led many academic libraries to
store older volumes of journals in inaccessible
locations. Again, without wishing to over-
extend the argument, this is simply to suggest
that a range of trends may now make it more
challenging to discern the breadth and depth
of intellectual trajectories.

The predecessors of the current report are
commentaries on ‘industrial geography’,
which appeared in Progress in Human
Geography from its inception in 1977.
Although there was some intersection with
reports on the geography of services (from
Daniels, 1985, to Tickell, 2002); summaries of
geographies of money and finance (Leyshon,
1995; 1997; 1998) and reviews of work within
a political economy tradition (Barnes, 1995;
1996; 1998; and Wills, 1999; 2000; 2002), it
was industrial geography reports which gen-
erally engaged with many of the questions
preoccupying economic geographers, includ-
ing accounts of post-Fordism and flexibility
(Ohuallachain, 1992; Malmberg, 1994); and
agglomeration and localized learning
(Malmberg, 1996). In the last set of three
reports on ‘industrial geography’, Yeung first
reviewed firm organization framed ‘through
such concepts as networks, institutions and
regional development’ (2000: 302). He then
considered the regulation of firms and
their production activities by ‘sociocultural

practices’ (Yeung, 2001: 294). A final report
reflected upon writing on industrial restruc-
turing and labour markets (Yeung, 2002).

Some three to four years ago, the title of
progress reports was changed to ‘geographies
of production’, reflecting ‘a conscious deci-
sion on the part of the editorial board [that]
‘industrial geography’ was too narrow a range
(and concept). ‘Geographies of production’
could subsume it as well as opening up a
much more interesting range of possible
issues’ (Lee, personal communication, 2006).
Rebadged under a new label, subsequent
reports have been organized around debates
on innovation systems (Bathelt, 2003); con-
ceptualizations of knowledge flows and link-
ages within ‘the cluster debate’ (Bathelt,
2005: 204); and the current state of
‘relational thinking’ in economic geography
(Bathelt, 2006: 224; cf. Sunley, 2006).

Much recent economic geographical
writing has had a strong conceptual focus on
debates surrounding — in very broad terms —
networks, clusters, innovation, learning and
knowledge. Many of these have been well
rehearsed, not least within the preceding set
of reports (Bathelt, 2003; 2005; 2006).
A comment by Clark et al. prefacing an
examination of the production networks of
European small and medium enterprises
seems apposite here: ‘we recognize that there
is an extensive, highly developed, and differ-
entiated literature on networks in economic
geography and the cognate social sciences. It
is not our intention to review this literature
yet again’ (2004: 1306). My concern in this
first of three reports, therefore, has been both
to cast the net particularly widely, both in
terms of the literature under review as well as
to attempt to give relatively greater promi-
nence to a range of case-study work. This
should not be taken as a vulgar empiricism,
but rather as a contention that some of the
most interesting conceptual framings have
emerged through new, often substantial,
programmes of research. As Hudson has
suggested, ‘theoretical sophistication [should
be supplemented by] empirical research of a
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variety of sorts that is grounded in . . . different
theorizations and their conceptions of valid
evidence and knowledge’ (2004: 467).

The following section considers work on
changing geographies of production, with a
focus on accounts of restructuring which
consider the extent to which old(er) industrial
regions are able to upgrade, or to escape ‘lock
in” effects. A third section summarizes new
work on global production networks. In the
fourth and final section, | reflect upon Third
Italy, and industrial district accounts more
generally, as an example of the extent to
which academic debate potentially can
become conceptually ‘locked in’ to particular
(theoretical) pathways. In each section, the
intent is to draw attention to recent literature
which may track back to more established
theoretical themes but at the same time pro-
vides an opportunity to recast conceptual
frameworks. Highlighted areas include new
research on ‘old industrial regions’ outside
northern Europe; accounts of global produc-
tion networks which move beyond exclu-
sively morphological assessments of the
shape of networks; and new interpretations
of geographies of production within ‘industrial
districts’.

Il Changing geographies of production:
industrial restructuring, industry
pathways and lock-in

A range of work on changing geographies of
production in ‘old industrial regions’ (Hudson,
1989; 2005) has tended to focus upon regional
development trajectories, often involving a
detailed examination of specific sectors or
firms (Todtling and Trippl, 2004; Schamp,
2005). Conceptually, discussions have been
predominantly preoccupied with the extent
of regional path dependency or ‘lock-in’". Most
commentators have closely followed
Grabher’s  (1993) distinction between
‘functional’, ‘cognitive’ and ‘political’ lock-in.2
Recent case-study evidence is equivocal on
the extent to which old industrial regions may
be able to ‘upgrade’: as Hassink and Shin
note, ‘the line between successful and open
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regions and old, industrialized, insular,
inward-looking areas can be very thin’ (2005:
573). While attention characteristically has
been drawn to the wholesale decline of old
industrial areas, Schamp (2005) suggests that
parts of the German footwear industry have
negotiated change relatively successfully.
Several papers have underscored the
effects upon particular places of long histories
of corporate concentration. Beyond sectoral
(over)specialization, geographies of produc-
tion in certain regions may be closely depend-
ent upon the fortunes of an individual firm
and close attention to the historical geogra-
phies of restructuring has been seen as para-
mount in understanding the contemporary
experiences of regions (eg, Hudson, 2005). In
this vein, Chapman’s (2005) account of trans-
formations in the petrochemical industry
reviews the implications of the restructuring
of ICl’s Teesside operations for industrial
structures in northeast England. Dependency
upon a particular firm had always brought
certain dangers — and any withdrawal by ICI
was always likely to mean disinvestment and
job losses. At the same time, following the
firm’s disengagement, the acquisition of ICl’s
assets by a range of other companies might
have had the potential substantially to rejuve-
nate corporate networks linking the region to
national and international economies.
Ultimately, however, Chapman suggests
(2005: 611) that acquiring companies were
likely to view Teesside as a ‘less strategic loca-
tion within [their] corporate geographies’ and
that they would be significantly less able to
exert political leverage in attracting central
government funding in the future. Corporate
concentration in this example thus clearly
demonstrates that ‘territorially based advan-
tages may mutate into liabilities’ (2005: 597).
A degree of contrast is provided by
Whitford and Enrietti’s (2005) consideration
of recent (2002) restructuring and crisis at
Fiat Auto. Historically, Fiat’s role in the
Piedmont region was one of an ‘absolute
monarch’ dominating and controlling supplier
firms. Given such relationships, it might be
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anticipated that twenty-first-century difficul-
ties at Fiat might have damaging regional out-
comes. However, significant transformations
in the automotive production system are seen
to point the way to new possibilities for the
regional economy. Prompted in part by
broader changes in global car production and
consumption, Fiat sought to assist, support
and coordinate supplier capabilities in the late
1990s through the introduction of schemes
such as Crescita Guidata (‘Guided Growth’).
This system led to the development of new
competencies, particularly within the realm
of design, and enabled lower tier firms to
diversify into new markets ‘both in and out of
the automotive filere’ (2005: 779). Significantly
too, firms which had been solely tied into
national level production relations were pulled
into an international arena. As a result,
there may be potential for the region to
move beyond dependency upon a single
industry/employer. Recent developments
‘have strengthened the regional industry and
[have] led it to generate substantial independ-
ent capabilities and associational resources
that could be harnessed in the service of real
institutional change’ (2005: 775).

Whitford and Enrietti (2005) suggest that,
despite Fiat’s truncation of the Crescita
Guidata programme, future policy-makers
might be able to utilize similar initiatives to
promote economic  development in
Piedmont. Interestingly, although Whitford
and Enrietti represent the programme as a
‘break from the path of a hierarchical institu-
tional history’ (2005: 791), their recommen-
dation that support be managed through (for
example) the regional state implies the con-
tinuation of top-down relationships between
(smaller) firms and coordinating institutions.

By implication, the characterization of ‘old
industrial regions’ tends to presuppose a
geographical corollary in places and spaces
where economic development is character-
ized — relative to histories of production in the
north and west — as ‘new’. A range of recent
papers does much to destabilize this
dichotomy by portraying diverse sets of

changes under way in ‘new’ production loca-
tions. Tokatli and Kizilgtin’s (2004) considera-
tion of the Turkish clothing industry reveals
the ways in which a specific firm was able to
shift away from subcontracted production for
western clothing buyers, develop its own
global brand and achieve success in
both domestic and international markets.
Although power relationships between global
buyers and Turkish suppliers initially was one
of subordination, a process which Tokatli and
Kizilgin (2004: 232) refer to as the ‘uninten-
tional leakage’ of production and logistical
knowledge allowed Erak Clothing to develop
the highly successful Mavi Jeans range.
Reinach (2005) also provides a fascinating
account of transformations in Chinese fash-
ion production, which include the develop-
ment of focused branding strategies by
domestic manufacturers. Among other initia-
tives, Chinese firms not only acquired Italian-
made textile machines, but also successfully
recruited ‘retired ltalian artisans, whom ...
they employ for a few years in order to absorb
their “love of the product”, namely all those
little secrets of Italian productivity traditions
that a machine alone could never reveal’
(2005: 52-53).

At another level, van Grunsven and
Smakman’s (2005) discussion of apparel man-
ufacturing in Singapore emphasizes that
despite the apparent ‘maturity’ of the indus-
try firms have been able to renew competen-
cies and develop new production strategies. It
is suggested that Singaporean firms are likely
to maintain an important regional and global
position through the increasing control and
coordination of overseas production (2005:
678). That Singaporean developments do not
appear to ‘fit’ (2005: 657) existing explana-
tions of industrial decline — and particularly
those which rest upon conceptualizations of
path dependency and lock-in developed in
northern and western contexts — raises
important questions about the significance of
global flows of knowledge. There has been
considerable debate within anthropology and
postcolonial l[abour history as to the extent to
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which conceptual frameworks can or should
be parachuted into one context from
another (from an extensive literature, see
Chandavarkar, 1998; Chakrabarty, 2000;
Cooper, 2005). To take just one example, the-
oretical understandings of labour geographies
might be enriched by attention to historical
and geographical conjunctures of workplace
relations: while western labour movements
historically have been preoccupied with the
struggle for a family wage, southeast Asian
campaigns have closely revolved around the
achievement of minimum individual wages
(Elmhirst and Saptari, 2004: 41-42). Indeed,
the dominant issue for labour organizing out-
side the west in recent decades has been
obtaining the right to struggle at all. Notably,
however, there have as yet been very few
truly reciprocal theoretical ‘trading routes’
(Grabher, 2006) between what might be seen
as ‘mainstream’ economic geography, and the
work of scholars engaged in research beyond
the west.

Il Global production networks
Stimulated in part by a significant programme
of work by Dicken (2003; and see also Yeung
and Peck, 2003), there continues to be a
strong interest in global production networks.
Current concerns range from reconceptualiz-
ing the ‘multi-scalarity’ of networks as a
means of addressing the recursive relation-
ships between GPNs and particular regions
(Coe et al., 2004: 486) to investigating the
role of institutions outside the firm — such as
the national state — in configuring network
relations (Liu and Dicken, 2006; see also Hess
and Yeung’s 2006 review).

Lane and Probert’s (2004) comparison of
the British and German clothing industries is
an instructive account of the operation of
production networks. Specifically they argue
that even within an ostensibly highly ‘global-
ized” industry it is important to understand
the key role played by distinctive domestic
institutional contexts. Significantly, Lane and
Probert’s account is attentive to geographies
of clothing production at a range of spatial
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scales. Drawing in part upon — but also signif-
icantly developing — the so-called ‘variety of
capitalisms’ approaches (see also Asheim and
Gertler, 2005; Gertler and Vinodrai, 2005),
Lane and Probert (2004: 244) present a
detailed study of the ways in which ‘domesti-
cally anchored firms [are] inserted into a net-
work of national, international and global
relations with customers and suppliers’.

Different network dynamics are seen by
Lane and Probert to shape competitive strate-
gies and capabilities in each nation. Whereas
German clothing firms have remained largely
within the ownership of individual families,
UK firms have been subjected to ‘de-listing
[and] the break-up of formerly sizeable com-
panies’ (Lane and Probert, 2004: 253), with
concomitant effects upon the ability of British
firms to upgrade skills or to make technological
investments. German firms’ successes in
foreign markets as well as producers’ capaci-
ties to retain control in the value chain also are
attributed to the strength of regulatory
systems and institutional support structures.
Entrepreneurs are required to employ a
‘master craftsman (Meister)’; while a wage
extension clause ‘stipulate[s] the adoption of
industry-level wage rates even in non-union-
ized firms’ (Lane and Probert, 2004: 253), for
example. Such situations contrast with a lack
of market regulation in the UK, which, in part,
has led firms to pursue low margin contracts in
the ‘middle to low market segment’ (Lane and
Probert, 2004: 255).

Although the British case does represent
an example of the increasing subordination of
clothing firms to more powerful retailers, the
divergent pattern in Germany runs counter to
dominant characterizations of buyer-driven
clothing supply chains (as originally articu-
lated by Gereffi, 1994). Such evidence leads
Lane and Probert to suggest that large retail-
ers should not always be characterized as
actors with unassailable power in the clothing
production network. While they find global
production network approaches provocative,
Lane and Probert (2004: 248) contend that
many accounts lack sufficient empirical
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substantiation: they note, for example, that
‘(Henderson et al., 2002) ... do not [...]
substantiate their alternative theoretical
conceptualization with empirical data from
systematic case studies’.

A range of more recent papers has begun
to address this gap between theoretical expo-
sition and empirical evidence (eg, O Riain,
2004; Leinbach and Bowen, 2004; Angel and
Rock, 2005; Liu and Dicken, 2006; Hess and
Coe, 2006; Weller, 2006; Parthasarathy and
Aoyama, 2006; Grote and Taube, 2006;
Johns, 2006; Coe and Lee, 2006; Yeung and
Mok, 2006; Rock et al., 2006). Importantly,
however, Lane and Probert (2004: 263)
emphasize that ‘to understand the role of
firms in global production networks, one first
needs to study them in their domestic con-
texts’. Their work provides a certain degree
of contrast with accounts which have been
more closely focused upon the production
networks of ‘trans-regional actors’ (Coe
et al., 2004: 476) whose activities then are
seen to articulate with ‘regional development
in specific territorial formations’ (Johns, 2006:
153). Lane and Probert’s specific attention to
the national and international scales of rela-
tionships within the British and German
clothing industries leads them to emphasize
the ways in which ‘production networks differ
in the geographical levels they encompass’
(2004: 264; see also the assessments of pan-
European clothing production networks in
Begg et al., 2003, and Smith et al., 2005).
Ultimately, they argue that clothing produc-
tion ‘networks ... are much more complex
and spatially multi-level than most analysts
allow for’ (Lane and Probert, 2004: 244).

In their examination of the activities of
transnational oil exploration and production
firms, Bridge and Wood (2005) argue that
geographies of production are shaped through
networks of knowledge operating at a range
of spatial scales. Production networks in the
oil sector are mobilized and maintained not
simply by means of a more extensive circula-
tion of knowledge at the global scale but also
via the enhancement of often very local,

territorialized forms of knowledge (2005:
207). Importantly, Bridge and Wood’s
account seeks to bring ‘knowledge economy’
debates (eg, the relative importance of tacit
versus codified knowledge in communities) to
bear upon broader discussions of the opera-
tion of global production networks (see also
Coe and Bunnell, 2003).

An alternative approach to production
networks is provided by Clark et al.’s (2004)
consideration of the activities of European
small and medium enterprises. Utilizing statis-
tical and econometric methodologies, they
seek to account for potential differences
between different types of production net-
work (supply and distribution) and between
different geographical scales (regional,
national, European Union and global) (Clark
et al., 2004). Firm ownership patterns and
levels of revenue are seen as central in
enabling firms to change the scope and scale
of their networked relationships.

IV Industrial districts and the legacy of
the Third Italy: the dangers of
conceptual lock-in?

This final section turns to consider a topic
which has preoccupied economic geogra-
phers for some considerable time: characteri-
zations of and debates surrounding industrial
districts, and particularly the case of the
‘Third Italy’. Often moving far beyond a
depiction of a region in the centre northeast
of the country, the Third Italy took on a
strongly symbolic identity and came to stand
as a representation of all that was flexibly spe-
cialized, distinctively involving close-knit,
design-intensive — but often craft-based —
production. What came to be seen as charac-
teristic interrelationships between networks
of small firms were thought to be critically
important in, for example, enabling producers
to ‘solve specific problems of design, manu-
facture and marketing’ (Sayer and Walker,
1992: 131). In hindsight, it seems astonishing
that while most reflections upon the dynam-
ics and characteristics of ‘industrial districts’
returned again and again to the example of
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the Third Italy (as well as — to round out the
triumvirate — Silicon Valley and Baden-
Woiirttemberg) there were so very few
detailed accounts of work practices, industrial
organization or production strategies.3
Neither did commentators seem to place
great emphasis upon uncovering the concrete
manifestations of the oft-celebrated role of
regional and local institutional structures. As
Agnew et al. (2005: 84) have argued: ‘the
Third Italy has acquired a certain iconic status
in economic geography without much careful
examination’.

Several recent commentaries offer a num-
ber of key correctives, including the observa-
tion that some of the most influential
Anglophone literature on industrial districts
almost entirely failed to draw upon critical
Italian work — and this despite the fact that
the author to whom the origins of the term
are attributed, Arnaldo Bagnasco, ‘has always
been more sceptical about the use of indus-
trial districts as blueprints’ (Hadjimichalis,
2006: 84). Further, Whitford (2001) has
implied that while Italian accounts developed
to consider the implications of pressures
on districts to restructure in the 1990s
Anglophone debates largely stood still. In this
vein, Dunford’s (2006) recent consideration
of the Italian textiles and clothing industry is
instructive. While for a time ‘Italy success-
fully specialized in a traditional sector that
was subject to strong competition from low-
wage countries’, he argues that ‘a competi-
tive advantage on the basis of creativity,
product differentiation, flexibility and innova-
tion’ is being significantly eroded in the cur-
rent era (2006: 32 and 56).

Agnew et al. (2005: 87) contend that
the resurgence of production in Italy from the
1960s onwards in fact came to rest upon
the successful development of small batch
and customized production runs within facili-
ties decentralized from large plants, but still
located in the ostensibly more ‘Fordist’ north-
west (see also Dunford, 2006). Further, an
analysis of export data between 1985 and
1995 leads Agnew et al. (2005) to suggest
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that the Third Italy as a region was not the
key driver of the Italian economy, albeit that
certain provinces had successful trajectories.
Rather, high export levels from Milan and sur-
rounding areas (particularly to the north)
were crucial to Italian economic successes in
the 1980s and 1990s (Agnew et al., 2005).
Similarly, Dunford (2006: 36) emphasizes the
importance for the textile and clothing indus-
try (TCI) of an ‘innovative fashion system
that is centred in the fashion capital of Milan’.

A key conceptual advance in the consider-
ation of industrial districts is provided by
Dunford’s (2006: 29) notion of the ‘magic
circle’ — a geographic system which crucially
incorporates ‘the vital role of material and
immaterial services’ in shaping the TCI value
chain.* Importantly, the term develops from
Dunford’s analysis of employment, value
added and size distribution trends within the
textiles and clothing industry itself. This sec-
toral, rather than strictly district, approach
enables him to emphasize the situation of
industrial districts within a wider interde-
pendent division of labour and a wider inter-
dependent territorial system. Ultimately
Milan’s design and service activities are seen
to lie at the centre of a ‘district of districts, or
district groups’ (2006: 36), connecting the
city with locations specializing in, for exam-
ple, knitwear, wool, silk, cotton and buttons
and button-making machines.

Dunford and Greco’s broader study of
Italian regional development concludes with a
strong case for ‘transcending existing con-
cepts of the Third Italy’ (2006: 290). Their
detailed programme of work on shifts in
regional performance, emphasizing ‘contrasts
in the work people do, what they get paid for
it and how much wealth they create’ (2006:
283), documents a range of changing eco-
nomic circumstances which are beginning to
(re)create divides between the north and
south of the country. Significantly, their
explicit consideration of the uneven geogra-
phies of Italian production moves consider-
ably beyond the more limited purchase of
ideal-typical industrial district models.
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What | have characterized above as a rela-
tively selective interpretation of the Third
Italy has an important broader implication.
Hadjimichalis (2006: 89) has noted that a key
legacy of Third Italy discourses has been the
tendency for many accounts to portray ‘soci-
ety [as] conflict free’. In focussing upon ‘orga-
nizational and institutional issues’ such as
trust-based ties and dense social networks of
association:

others such as power and inequalities within
industrial districts, the limitations of
networking, what co-operation, reciprocity
and ‘social capital’ really mean, the informal
economy, gender and ethnicity, the generation
gap, wages and working conditions, the role of
the state and uneven development — to
mention but a few — remain in the dark.

(Hadjimichalis, 2006: 83)
In Grabher’s (2006: 75 and 165) view too, the

portrayal of networks ‘as webs of trustful
ties” has led to a propensity to privilege their
more ‘benevolent attributes’ (see also
Grabher and Ibert, 2006).

Bialasiewicz (2006) problematizes ques-
tions of local connectivity and trust within a
compelling account of contemporary Italian
geographies of production. Focusing upon
the Veneto, Bialasiewicz draws important
connections between the region’s position as a
wealthy economic powerhouse and its region-
alist and often exclusionary politics. What
makes the paper a particularly rich assessment
is its representation of the citta diffusa, a
spreading but fragmented landscape of small
production complexes and large detached
family houses ‘fill[ing] the spaces between one
town and another’ (Bialasiewicz, 2006: 48).
Production in the citta diffusa has come
uneasily to rely upon a substantial immigrant
workforce: ‘although the Veneto production
machine would grind to a halt without immi-
grant labour, this ‘urbanized countryside’ still
has not reconciled itself with the presence of
difference’ (Bialasiewicz, 2006: 59). While
there has long been a contradiction between
the position of labour (Hadjimichalis, 2006)
and the emphasis on cooperation and trust in

industrial district accounts, the Veneto pro-
vides an especially striking example of the
‘mythologizing [of] “local connectivity”’
(Bialasiewicz, 2006: 64).

V Concluding thoughts

Despite initial suggestions about the ever-
increasing speed of academic work, readers
might consider that the general themes upon
which | have chosen to focus are in fact
indicative of a lack of innovation and
dynamism. Drawing as they do upon seem-
ingly long-standing economic geographical
concerns, discussions of ‘old’ industrial areas,
global networks of production and industrial
districts might at one level appear less like
pronta moda and rather more characteristic of
‘slow’ mass production (Doeringer and
Crean, 2006: 8). Fashion metaphors aside,
the paper has featured a range of work which
may provide a more critical purchase on
‘older’ debates, in part through the use of
detailed empirical work to support and refine
theoretical claims.

The literature selected above communi-
cates a number of issues worthy of further
consideration. First, reflection upon the con-
ceptualization of ‘old industrial districts’ raises
a broader and particularly significant question
about the universality of concepts, the appro-
priateness of which frequently has been taken
for granted. Second, it is important to be
aware that a continuing fixation with particu-
lar theoretical frames of reference may lead
to strong conceptual lock-in. In the case of
the Third Italy, the emergence and continuing
invocation of a relatively rigid ideal-typical
‘industrial district’ model frequently has ham-
pered the development of more innovative
lines of inquiry. Dunford’s (2006) characteri-
zation of Italian textile and clothing produc-
tion organization as a ‘magic circle’ offers an
interesting counterpoint to more well-worn
intellectual routes.

Grabher’s (2006) recent paper critically
evaluates the lengthy engagement of economic
geography with network approaches originating
in economic sociology, highlighting the
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occasionally problematic directions in which
the adoption of such analytical perspectives
has led. To cite just a few examples, he sug-
gests that an early concern with the power of
large corporations was replaced by ‘a less
politicized perspective that circles around the
question of if and how large corporations func-
tion as ‘pipelines’ through which regions get
access to global knowledge’ (2006: 169).
Similarly, while work on informal networks
has focused almost exclusively upon their
assistive role ‘in mitigating structural short-
comings of markets and hierarchies’, it is also
important to acknowledge that networks can
operate in disruptive and obstructive ways
(2006: 170). By way of contrast, Grabher con-
siders the ‘promising turnings’ (2006: 177)
which might be offered by actor-network
inflected notions of the rhizome, as well as
contemplating the utility of Harrison White’s
characterization of ‘polymorphous network
domains’ (2006: 179). Both metaphors may
offer ways to sidestep the type of conceptual
lock-in noted above. Ultimately, however,
Grabher cautions against too quickly embrac-
ing new metaphors in the place of old: ‘both

. are, in short, more inspiring as advice to
leave the trodden paths than in specifying in
detail the ways ahead’ (2006: 183).

Notes

. Strictly speaking, pronta moda is not simply
the literal translation of ‘fast fashion’. It refers
to the quick replenishment of fashion goods as
well as to the mid-season delivery of items
designed before the start of a season but used
to supplement seasonal styles (Doeringer and
Crean, 2006: 17).

2. For a comprehensive and critical examination
of path-dependency and lock-in, see Martin
and Sunley (20006).

3. In fact, there may have been more detailed
work on the other two ‘iconic’ industrial dis-
tricts than on the Third Italy. See, for exam-
ple, Saxenian (1990; 1994; 1999; 2002) as well
as Staber (1997; 1998; 2001).

4. Fascinatingly as well, the term ‘magic circle’
reflects the phrase used by an Italian intervie-

wee (Dunford, 2006: 36, footnote 1).
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