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Regional Economics To Regional
Science: Evolution Or Odyssey?#

William H. Miernyk*

The history of regional economics is relatively short. Its highlights are
covered adequately in thirty pages of Isard's Location and Space Economy.'
The history of regional science is even more abbreviated.'-^ As an organized
discipline, it is a little more than a quarter of a century old. Isard's hope,
when he and a small number of supporters established the Regional Sci
ence Association, was to launch a new discipline, not just set up another
interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary organization.
The precursors of regional science were economists such as Hoover,

Dean, and Garnsey, who wrote about regional issues before Isard had
broached the idea of regional science as an amalgam of earlier disciplines.'^
What I propose to discuss is the transition from conventional economics,
including the small branch which dealt with regional matters, to regional
science. And I begin with a question: Has it been a linear evolution, or does
the transition more nearly resemble the wanderings of Odysseus before
he hnally returned to Ithaca a decade after the end of the Trojan War?
The answer, I suspect, is partly implied by the title.

There would have been no point in establishing a new discipline called
regional science if it were not to be differentiated in some way from eco
nomics. Papers presented to early annual meetings—the hrst published in
1955—were characterized by diversity of topics and disciplines repre
sented. Among the contributors were geographers, demographers, plan
ners, political scientists, an occasional historian, resource economists, and
of course regional economists. This is true of recent issues of the Papers as
well, but a cursory review suggests that there have been a preponderance
of articles by economists.Most of the papers deal with spatial issues, but
some might have been more appropriately published in a conventional
economics journal than in a regional science publication.

Conventional economics, excluding urban and regional economics, deals
with spaceless phenomena.® Regional science focuses on spatial systems.
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Another difference between regional science and economics can be illus
trated by a medical analogy. Regional scientists are interested in the anat
omy (or structure) as well as the physiology (or functioning) of spatial
systems. Conventional economists are interested in the way an economic
system operates, rather than the way it is put together.'' The emphasis on
structure helps explain the interest among regional scientists in linear sys
tems, especially input-output and linear programming models.'

Since regional scientists are interested in both the structure of spatial
systems, and the ways they function, one might be tempted to conclude
that regional science has a broader focus than conventional economics. The
reverse, however, is probably true. Regional scientists have little interest
in monetary analysis, for example, since regions do not have independent
monetary systems or policies. And monetary analysis continues to be the
central concern of many conventional economists.
In spite of the differences noted above, however, it is easy to exaggerate

the differences between contemporary regional economics and regional
science. Most of the textbooks in the field are still labeled "regional eco
nomics." In fact, there is only one well-known English-language regional
science text, Isard's Introduction to Regional Science.^ And his book deals pri
marily with economic concepts, issues, and models. It does not follow the
holistic approach which he and others propounded during the early days
of the Regional Science Association.

As in conventional economics, there has been a strong drift in recent
years toward the construction of econometric models by regional econo
mists and regional scientists. They fall into two groups: regional models,
which are small-scale versions of national models, and multiregional
models, which view the national economy in terms of its constituent
regions." These models can be divided into two further subsets: (a) input-
output, and (b) small-scale versions of macro-econometric models. The
latter are not mutually exclusive; at least one major effort has been made,
by the late Wilford L'Esperance, to "conjoin" a state input-output and a
state econometric model.'"

My views about developments in regional and multiregional modeling
are discussed elsewhere, and because of space limitations only a summary
is given here." Most of the early models were of the input-output variety,
and a number were limited to individual states or smaller areas such as

counties or communities. The hrst attempt to develop a multiregional
model in the U.S., based on survey data, was the Colorado River Basin study
of the early 1960s. The best-known, and by all odds the most compre
hensive, effort to develop a national, multiregional input-output model
(MRIO) is the one conducted by Polenske."^

Tiebout's 1957 article launched a running debate in the regional science
literature about regional and interregional input-output models.'^ Tie-
bout had a number of legitimate doubts about the usefulness of the regional
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tables that had been published when he wrote his critique. His ohjections
were based on the implicit assumption, however, that all regional tables
would he constructed by "adjusting" national coefficients. They do not
apply to survey-based regional or interregional tables.'® There can he no
disagreement, in my view, with Tiehout's basic point; namely, that no one
has yet developed a satisfactory method for disaggregating national coef
ficients to obtain acceptable regional counterparts.
Much, although certainly not all, of the controversy surrounding

regional and interregional input-output analysis would he settled if all state
tables were of the "hottom-up" variety. Establishments could report trans
actions, including interstate and foreign transactions, to the U.S. Depart
ment of Commerce. The latter could construct a set of internally-consistent
state tables, and aggregate them.to get national transactions tables.
There appears to he less interest in the construction of regional and

interregional input-output tables in the United States than there was a
decade or so ago. But there has not been a corresponding decline in the
development of short-cut methods for calculating disaggregated input-
output type multipliers. Even where tests show such multipliers to he rea
sonably close to those calculated from full input-output tables, however,
they are not adequate substitutes for the tables themselves.
Input-output tables can he used for analytical purposes other than sim

ple impact studies—long-range forecasting, and various types of simula
tion, to mention only two. But the cost of constructing survey-based tables,
in both time and money, and the acknowledged weaknesses of those
derived from national data, have no doubt contributed to a relative shift
in emphasis in the U.S. from input-output analysis toward the construc
tion of conventional econometric models.

Most regional econometric models—as is true of the national models
which they replicate on a smaller scale—are based on Keynesian and Neo
classical principles, although most include—explicitly or implicitly—an
export-base component. Some use relatively little regional data, although
they contain a large number of national variables.
What conclusions can he drawn about regional and interregional econ

ometric models? One stands out clearly. They are economic models, and
most are simply small-scale versions of national models. The shift in
emphasis from input-output to conventional econometric models has nar
rowed the gap—if, in fact, there ever was a noticeable one—between
regional economics and regional science. As noted earlier, the focus of
input-output models is on structure and interdependence. They also are
independent of Neo-classical theory, and some of us in regional science
believe that the Neo-classical model, which does not have a spatial dimen
sion, is an inappropriate theoretical basis for regional analysis.'"
The theoretical papers in the Adams-Glickman symposium referred to

earlier have been criticized by Richard Muth, whose own work in regional
econometrics is well-known. He states that these papers "contain very little
by way of substantive hypotheses about the crucial factors affecting the
distribution of economic activity among the various open parts of some
larger economic systems. Implicitly, the principal hypothesis underlying
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the various regional models seems to be the export-base theory . . . [and]
this hypothesis is seriously incomplete since it pays little attention to rela
tive prices and factor supplies."''

Muth's review supports my hunch that regional models are more con
sistent with the rubric "economics" than that of "regional science." He is
also less than enamored by the usefulness of regional models. In his view
"the fault lies not with the authors but with the economics profession as a
whole ... we have been all too ready to let econometrics substitute for
careful thought. . . . Letting the data do our thinking is especially difhcult
in the areas of urban and regional economics, where those data are almost
uniformly judged to be seriously dehcient." He concludes that: "Our
greatest shortcoming, probably, is our willingness to attempt what we are
not yet prepared to accomplish simply because the end seems desirable and
we have large-scale computers at our disposal."'" I would argue that the
weaknesses of regional models pointed out by Muth are exacerbated by
undue reliance on outmoded economic theories.

Conventional economics is in the doldrums. The Keynesian revolution
has hzzled out. There has been a strong revival of Neoclassical, mechan
istic doctrine including the misnamed "supply-side" economics. Econo
mists, who like to think of themselves as being on the frontier of new
knowledge, are amazingly unreceptive to new ideas. Or, perhaps, as Keynes
put it: "The difhculty lies, not in the new ideas, but in escaping from the
old ones, which ramify, for those brought up as most of us have been, into
every corner of our minds."'"
The only major new ideas in economics since Keynes and Leontief are

those advanced by Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, developer of the bioecon-
omic paradigm. This is, I believe, a particularly apposite paradigm for
regional scientists, although Georgescu-Roegen's ideas appear to be as lit
tle known among regional scientists as they are among conventional econ
omists in the United States. Space considerations again preclude anything
but the sketchiest outline of Georgescu-Roegen's system of thought.'^"
Keynesian theory, depite its allegedly revolutionary nature, was easily

integated into the mainstream of conventional economics. Leontief s input-
output model has not been absorbed into conventional economics because
of its emphasis on technical relationships. But the demand-driven version,
which is the one best-known in free-market economies, is entirely com
patible with conventional economics.'^' Georgescu-Roegen's paradigm,
however, cannot be reconciled with conventional economics. It is truly
revolutionary since it makes a distinct break with the past.'^^
Gonventional economists view the economic process in mechanistic

terms. This is illustrated by the circular-flow diagram, found in the open
ing pages of most introductory economics textbooks, which depicts an
economy in stationary—or more precisely, timeless and spaceless—equi
librium. Georgescu-Roegen, however, views the economic process as an
extension of biological evolution. He rejects what he calls the "mechanistic
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dogma." The economic process, Georgescu-Roegen points out, affects the
economic system in a cumulative manner. The perpetual motion implied
by the conventional circular-flow diagram is, of course, a logical absurdity.
That is also true of the continuous growth solutions derived from the
assumptions underlying conventional dynamic economic models.
Georgescu-Roegen substitutes a life-cycle model of the economic pro

cess. Its rudiments can be described by the conventional production func
tion of elementary economic theory, except in the bioeconomic model the
vertical axis measures real output per person while the horizontal axis
represents changes over time. A generalized version would include ranges
of increasing, diminishing, and eventually absolutely diminishing returns.
Another essential element of Georgescu-Roegen's system—the one for

which it is perhaps best-known—is the Second Law of Thermodynamics,
or the Entropy Law. This law states that there is a continuous and irrever
sible transformation of energy from its free (or available) form into bound
(or unavailable) energy. The entropic process is not limited to energy; it
applies to all resources or to "matter" in its most general form.^"*
As stated earlier, Georgescu-Roegne's bioeconomic paradigm is a useful

analytical framework for regional studies. Unlike conventional economic
models, which deal only with growth, the bioeconomic model allows for
growth and decline. And even in a growing national economy, some
regions—or parts of regions—will decline while others are growing.
In an economy that is growing very slowly, or perhaps not at all, these

opposing trends will be exacerbated. The rural to urban shift is one exam
ple of the coexistence of growth and decline. An even more complex spa
tial phenomenon is the long-term shift of population and economic activity
from the Northeast and upper Midwest states to the South and the West.
Surprisingly, although this phenomenon has been underway for some
time, the literature dealing with interregional shifts—particularly in
regional science journals—has been remarkably thin. It is not entirely clear
why this is so, but I can suggest a couple of tentative hypotheses.

First, the resurgence of Neoclassical economics has not only influenced
the economics profession, it appears to be spreading among regional sci
entists as well.^® Harry Richardson, with his customary perspicacity, has
developed an appropriate label for regional scientists who cling to the ten
ets of Neoclassical theory. He calls them "Neoclassical Moonies."
The Neoclassical explanation of shifts in population and economic

activity from some regions to others is that this is simply the market at work.
The "proof typically cited is the long-term convergence of regional per
capita incomes. That process will go on, according to Neoclassical theory,
until interregional factor returns are equalized. Equilibrium will have been
reached when, except for minor variations due to "random" causes, all
regions will have approximately equal per capita incomes. At that point,
presumably, there would be no inducement for factors of production,
including human factors, to move from one region to another—again
excluding "random" movements. The Neoclassical "solution" to interre
gional factor movements is elegant, but completely unconvincing. The
space economy is far too complex to be analyzed realistically in terms of
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the logically-satisfying, but grossly oversimplified, assumptions of Neo
classical theory.^®
My second hypothesis is that it is difficult to separate economic analysis

from policy analysis when considering interregional shifts in population
and economic activity. And there has been a tendency among regional sci
entists, as there has been among conventional economists, to shy away from
policy issues. Most of the regional scientists who have not been involved in
the construction of econometric models have followed the lead of conven

tional economists who prefer to deal with abstractions rather than the
mundane^—although actually far more difficult—problems involving pub
lic policy.

It would be incorrect to leave the impression that there has been no
interest at all among regional scientists and regional economists in interre
gional shifts in population and economic activity. Perhaps the journals of
regional science are not the appropriate vehicle for discussion of the com
plex issues involved. There have been, however, three conferences that I
know of which were organized to discuss these shifts, and they dealt with
them both analytically and from a policy perspective. The first, held in
December, 1975, was sponsored by the New York State Senate. The sec
ond was held at the University of Texas at Austin, in the Fall of 1977.''^®
The most recent was organized by Harry Richardson at the State Univer
sity of New York at Albany, in April 1982.
How useful are such conferences or, perhaps more precisely, the pub

lications that result from them? In an acidulous review of the papers pre
pared for the University of Texas symposium, Vining concluded that "the
subject of regional change in the U.S. is about 'conferenced out'," if 1 may
quote his own ungraceful neologism. This is not because he believes the
issues have been settled, but because he sees the papers presented at the
Texas symposium as "essentially, a series of data file dumps . . . valuable
to have been between hard covers . . . but indigestible even after several
sittings."2®
Whether academic conferences, symposia, or other means of exchang

ing information and ideas are appropriate avenues for exploring the
problems resulting from regional shifts in economic activity is an issue that
could be debated endlessly. But the problems are real. Furthermore, the
nature of regional problems in the United States has changed rather dra
matically within the past two decades, and it would be premature to con-
clue that there is no further need for discussion of these problems and the
entire range of regional policies that are involved.
The nation's regional problems are not purely economic. They are mul

tidimensional. 1 can think of no issue that is more consistent with the orig
inal concept of regional science than that of regional change in the United
States. To view regional change entirely as an economic problem is to
ignore important social, psychological, and political issues. To believe, with
devout Neoclassical Moonies, that the market will take care of all of these
problems, is to wish them away. It would also, in my view, negate the foun
dations of regional science.
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If regional science is not going to evolve beyond the narrow confines
of conventional economics, why bother with a different name? I have
a hunch—although it is nothing more—that after a period of seeking a new
identity, regional science has been regressing toward regional economics.
If it is to fulfill the promise of its founders and early practitioners,
however, regional scientists will have to break out of the constraints
and methodological limits imposed by a predominantly economic focus,
particularly if that focus is further narrowed by reliance on the spaceless
assumptions of Neoclassical theory.
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