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Finally, and particularly in the case of
regional networks (undoubtedly our major
recent 'export success'), trade along the
governance route augmented a reification
of the prevailing construal of networks in
economic geography as homogenous and
universally beneficial 'strong ties'. On the
other side of the boundary, this 'export suc-
cess' stabilized sociological perceptions of
regional networks in their iconic incarnation
of industrial districts as coherent local enti-
ties. Trade, as political economy has taught
us already, in fact is not an unequivocally
beneficial affair.

In drawing this sobering account I do not
intend to suggest that this trading route has
turned into a dead end. Far from being
exhausted, the governance approach can
carry economic geographic reasoning on
networks farther on. In sticking to this trading
route we might, however, reconsider the
'terms of the trade'. With the increasing
spatial awareness in the social sciences
(Grabher and Hassink, 2004) - as manifest in
debates on the resilience of national insti-
tutions (see, for example, Hall and Soskice,
2001) or the microgeography of the epis-
temic communities of laboratories (see, for
example, Knorr Cetina, 1999) - the condi-
tions in principle seem favourable. However,
instead of attaching the proper spatial scale
to these phenomena and to the familiar narra-
tives on topographical networks, economic
geography might insinuate a more challenging
problematization of space onto the social
sciences, one that seeks to grasp the inter-
depencies between topographical and topo-
logical space. There are, in fact, a few
rare examples of a successful imposition of
a more demanding perception of space
onto our academic neighbours (Amin and
Cohendet, 2004).

2 Leave the main trading route: consider
the bypasses
Beyond the main trading route of the gover-
nance approach, the vast area of the social
network approach remains largely untouched

by economic geography. Apart from fairly
loose interpretations of the strength of
network ties, economic geography hardly
engaged in the systematic inquiry ofnetwork
structures and positions. Why venture
deeper into these areas that rather tena-
ciously have been bypassed? Whereas
notions of 'small worlds' (Watts, 1999a;
2003) and 'structural equivalence' (Burt,
1987) challenge our cohesion-orientated
assumptions of innovation and diffusion,
concepts like tertius gaudens, 'structural
holes' (Burt, 1978; 1992) or 'robust action'
(Padgett and Ansell, 1993) imply that arbi-
trage, strategizing, even opportunistic behav-
iour might not be limited to some deviant
'dark networks' (Raab and Milward, 2003)
but rather represent behavioural options
leveraged off from ordinary network con-
figurations and positions. On a more general
level, social network analysis offers a reper-
toire of tools to conceptualize economic
processes such as entrepreneurship and inno-
vation in network terms. Networks in social
network analysis, in other words, are not
the counterworld to markets, they funda-
mentally are markets (see also Baker, 1984;
White, 1992; 2002). Instead of incessantly
reassuring ourselves that the economic is
embedded in the social, we might move on to
further substantiate the proposition that
economic action, rather than being socially
embedded, is fundamentally social.

In fact, the notion of embeddedness,
against its very intentions, seems to have
reaffirmed Talcott Parson's pact between
sociology and economics that relinquished
the determination ofthe economic to econo-
mists while sociology' chiefconcern lie in the
realm of norms, values, institutions (see also
Stark, 2000). Do you spot economic geogra-
phy in this picture? Yes, indeed, economic
geography up until more recently appeared
mainly committed to the programme to place
the economic in the familiar register of
conventions, traditions and institutions that
make up the (spatial) context (Peck, 2005).
The point here, of course, is not to make the
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case for a wholesale shift from the concerns
with the social context to the analysis of
network structure. The challenge lies rather
in exploring imaginative ways to explore
the interdependencies between accounts on
structure and context. Promising directions
for this route have already been indicated in
economic sociology, particularly in small-
world inspired research (for example, Uzzi
and Spiro, 2004; Casper and Murray, 2005;
Powell et al., 2005).

3 At risky intersections: remember a
way back
Eventually, our mapping exercise identified
some risky intersections that, despite some
blind corners, also open access to promising
new areas. A most dramatic shift in direction
is involved in moving away from the tie-
and-node trope towards the metaphor of
the rhizome (Deleuze and Guattari, 1976).
Economic geography has already started to
venture in this direction towards a topological
understanding of space and a multidimen-
sional view on networks (see, for example,
Murdoch, 1998; Thrift, 2000; Dicken et al.,
2001; Latham, 2002). Where else to turn to
explore the conceptual space ofANT?

Economic geography has yet more sys-
tematically to scout out the implications -

and the limitations - of breaking away from
the dichotomies ofstructure/agency, subject/
object, human/non-human for the study
of the economic. For economic geography
the proposition that action takes place
in 'hybrid collectives' (Callon and Law,
1995) would seem to more systematically
appreciate the materiality of the economic.
Studies of financial markets, for example,
have exemplified the entanglements ofactors
with tools, instruments, technical devices,
artifacts or algorithms in an instructive
fashion. Computer monitors that are used
to 'screen' the markets are the very locations
of markets on which trading is performed
(Knorr Cetina and Bruegger, 2002). Does
not geography have a noteworthy tradition
in studying the material world - and so could

it not contribute to a 'science of associations'
(Beunza and Stark, 2 0 04: 3 7 0)?
The rhizome can perforate analytical

demarcations that have become 'naturalized'
in our prevailing lines ofreasoning in a produc-
tive fashion. For this very reason, however,
the rhizome can also turn into a trap when
all too arbitrarily transplanted in any context
(see Haraway, 1997). ANT-inspired studies
tend to privilege the relational dimensions of
the web at the expense of considerations of
the actors themselves (see also Dicken et al.,
2001: 105); they are, put bluntly, strong on
ties but weak on nodes. Whereas economic
geography, quasi in the mirror image, privi-
leges actors by rather implicitly assuming
some form of generic relations between
them, ANT seems to offer an invitation to
glance past the differences between distinct
types of actors in different domains and
thereby also conceals uneven power rela-
tions. Although power (in its Foucauldian
understanding) is by no means an alien con-
cept to ANT in principle, in practice ANT
misses that hierarchies are real' (Ettlinger,
2003: 157).

Harrison White' path towards a poly-
morphous notion of networks problematizes
the roles and identities of actors in a more
explicit fashion. The identity of the individual
actors only temporarily crystallizes in publics
in which different network domains overlap
and intersect. The analytic strategy of con-
ceiving identities as a 'rickety ensemble'
(White, 1992: 198) appears particularly use-
ful in transient and temporary contexts, like
project-based environments. In such fluid
contexts actors no longer simply have to
relate to a single anchor of identity, that is
the firm, but to a widening spectrum ofcom-
peting sources of relational loyalties like the
firm, a portfolio of projects and the individual
self-conception as an entrepreneur (see, for
example, Alvesson, 2000).

Following White's path, however, is not
without its difficulties. In parts, the path
appears difficult to access due to its idio-
syncratic depiction in White' own writing © 2006 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
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and the interferences within a truly colour-
ful spectrum of metaphors. More critically
though, like the rhizome metaphor, White'
notions of the publics and polymorphous
network domains provide a potent catalyst
to unfreeze our static and sterile network
portrayals but they are less powerful in
conceiving the analytical differences between
different processes occurring between and
within different network domains. Both
metaphors are, in short, more inspiring
as advice to leave the trodden paths than
in specif5ying in detail the ways ahead. While
the exploration of the rhizome metaphor
involves further exploration of alien terrain
and thus discontinues the trade with domi-
nant traditions in economic sociology,
White' path remains closer to proven terrain:
in fact, it can be (re)connected with estab-
lished trails that have not yet been fully
explored by economic geography. Following
White' path allows us to unlock the actors
from the rigid grid of homogenous ties and
to place them in the fluid context ofan entire
spectrum of network domains, ranging from
the familiar strong ties over more strategic
and calculative relationships -1Burt ties ifyou
like - to the thin and ephemeral ties at the
neglected weak-tie end of Granovetter's
spectrum (see, for example, Wittel, 2001;
Grabher, 2004).
The paper, though, does not end with

an emphatic 'this wayf First and foremost, it
seeks to provide a map and not a guide. There
is no single one best way definitely to deter-
mine the true essence of networks in a
once-and-for-all manner but a multiplicity
of paths to construe different types and
accentuate different dimensions of net-
works. By drawing this map on crossdisci-
plinary exchange and mutual ignorance I
wanted, however, to direct our attention
towards an exciting terrain from which
economic geography has so far stayed clear.
The paper tries to encourage us to venture
into that territory; at the very least, it illumi-
nates for a moment what, so far, we have
opted against.
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