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The Economic Space of the Industrial Revolution

Economies exist in (some argue that they are created by producing) spaces, across which production, distribution and consumption are organised and arranged in relation to each other to produce profit (or exert power). The geographical patterns of activity within these spaces - the nature, distribution, connections and internal structure of any ‘regions’ - are related to patterns of flows within and between production and consumption, and therefore on the capacity, efficiency and shapes of the networks that move energy, commodities, information and capital from place to place. Thus, communication networks create economic space, and different kinds of communication network produce different spatial patterns of economic activities, different distributions and kinds of ‘regions’. The economic space of the English industrial revolution, and of the first Kondratieff Cycle in general, was very distinctive: its economic geographical patterning reflected the peculiar circumstance that (before the railway, steamship and telegraph) the inorganic resources and capital that were combined to allow mass production of commodities, as well as those commodities themselves, could only be moved cheaply and in bulk by organic resources (wind, water and human and animal muscle power), through very sparse networks of inland waterways and seaways; orders, information and money flowed through much denser channels, but still had to be physically carried by people and horses. Economic space was stretched, massively variegated and full of ‘holes’ (before being progressively shrunk, extended and homogenised by railways and internal combustion engines, electricity pylons, telephones and computers). What effect did this have on the nature of the ‘industrial districts’ or ‘regions’ within which the industrial revolution occurred, and what were its consequences for their subsequent development through different configurations of economic space?

