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EARCAG in Hong Kong:

A Collective Memoir

Kit Ping (Tammy) WONG*, Fujio MIZUOKA**,
Chi Lap Jacky LEE***, Solomon BENJAMIN****

Editorial note:

Professor TANG Wing-Shing had organized EARCAG
conferences in Hong Kong twice, in 2001 and 2016. The
theme of the 2nd meeting of EARCAG in 2001 was “Al-
ternative Geographies of Asia in the New Millennium”,
and the theme of the 8th meeting of EARCAG in 2016
was “Radicalism in Theory and Practice”. This article
brings together three memoirs written by the people who
worked closely with Wing-Shing in the preparation and
organization of the two meetings. By reflecting on their
experiences and memories, this article serves as a collec-
tive memoir to show how Wing-Shing organized these
conferences in response to the socio-spatial challenges
facing the host city and East Asia at the time.

E

Memoir 7

The 2" EARCAG in Hong Kong
MIZUOKA Fujio

After the first conference in Kyongju, Korea, the mis-
sion of the newborn EARCAG was to let it take off as
the leading platform of critical geography in East Asia.
As one of the founders of the EARCAG, Fujio initially
contacted a faculty in the University of Hong Kong, yet
his response was not positive. Fujio then knocked on the
door of Wing-Shing to see if he would be willing to host
the second EARCAG Conference.

Wing-Shing expressed earnest willingness to host the
EARCAG, with the Head of Department quite sympa-
thetic to the plan and volunteered to be the organizer. The
International Critical Geography Group (ICGG) kindly
offered financial support to the conference. Thus the Sec-
ond EARCAG conference materialised as a more official,

department-wide event with an international background.
The Conference took place on 6-9 December 2001 (in-
clusive of the pre- and post-conference field trips) at
Hong Kong Baptist University.

For the invited keynote speaker, Wing-Shing proposed
to invite Richard Peet, the founder of Antipode. As Peet
was Fujio’s Ph.D. supervisor at Clark University, Fujio
contacted Peet about coming to Hong Kong. Peet agreed,;
however, the Geography Department of the HKBU,
which was supposed to pay for Peet’s travel between the
US East Coast and Hong Kong, was perplexed because
Peet demanded a much higher airfare with a large detour.

Fujio also delivered one of the keynotes, which dealt
with the US military intervention in ‘failed states’, an-
alysed from the viewpoint of the limits in the spatial
expansion of the New International Division of Labour
(NIDL). The pre-congress field trip was organised in the
Peral River Delta (PRD), including visiting a manufac-
turing plant engaging in the export-oriented labour-inten-
sive manufacturing. At that time, the PRD prospered by
functioning as the core of the NIDL.

With 57 papers presented (including opening speech
and invited papers) and 98 registered delegates convened,
the Second Conference was a great success, creating
firmly the stepping stone for further development of the
EARCAG.

After the second Conference, Wing-Shing suggested to
Fujio that they jointly edit a book out of the excellent pa-
pers presented there into a book. Fujio thus approached a
leading publisher of geography in Tokyo, Kokon Shoin,
and persuaded the editor to publish the edited book, with
financial support of 2 million yen from the Japan Society
for the Promotion of Science (JSPS) that Fujio applied
for through his university, Hitotsubashi. Wing-Shing
and Fujio together wrote the Preface, in which Wing-
shing insisted that China at last got rid of its colonial past
through Britain’s handover of Hong Kong in 1997. Fujio

* Hong Kong Critical Geography Group; Visiting Researcher, Urban Resilience Research Center, Osaka Metropolitan University
* ok Professor Emeritus, Hitotsubashi University
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expressed an alternative view that colonialism persists in
China, most notably among the Tibetans and Uyghurs,
who are still oppressed under the yoke of the Chinese
domination. Wing-Shing seemed to feel uncomfortable
with this view, yet he grudgingly accepted it at last. The
240-page book titled East Asia: A Critical Perspective,
was published in 2010.

Fujio thus cooperated with Wing-Shing to materialise
Wing-Shing’s various plans and wishes, in bringing the
Second Conference into fruition. The EARCAG thus
grew to the current prominent position in critical geogra-

phers’ circle in East Asia.

* 3k ok

Memoir 2

The Breakthrough: A Turning Point of Hong
Kong Critical Geographies

WONG Kit Ping (Tammy)

My academic journey with Wing-Shing, as his MPhil
student, began with the 2nd EARCAG conference held
for the first time at the Hong Kong Baptist University
(HKBU) in 2001, organised by Wing-Shing Tang with
great help from Fujio Mizuoka. I was a co-presenter with
him, and later, helped prepare texts for a conference book
publication. This landmark event is a way to highlight
Wing-Shing's contribution towards and after that event
— his commitment in developing critical geographies
within the Hong Kong intellectual arena. Till then, both
teaching and research in geography in Hong Kong were
long dominated by positivism and quantitative method-
ologies. Thinking differently, Wing-Shing was the only
geography professor who taught us about thoughts and
concepts in critical geography — a very difficult but im-
portant subject for undergraduates. This included various
processes and power relations underlying urban space
and development, but also via his mobilisation of Manu
Goswami’s text on colonial history, introduced us to his
critique of Western-centric basis in theorising Asia.

This conference marked a turning point for the local
academy. It ushered in critical geographies and research
networks: in Hong Kong, but also explored alternative
theorisations and critical studies in the wider East Asian

context, including China. Over the next few years, Wing-

Shing became fully engaged in developing alternative
theorisations through an interrogation of Hong Kong's
historical geography - not only shaped by global cap-
italism, but also rooted in British colonialism and its
evolving relationship with China. At this and subsequent
conferences, Wing-Shing introduced other critical geog-
raphers and scholars from overseas and China, encourag-
ing his fellow geographers and students to engage with a
wider intellectual community. These encounters fostered
further collaborations, exchanges and deep friendships.
With Toshio Mizuuchi, for example, he organised several
Japan-Hong Kong workshops. From 2001, the regular
fieldwork they initiated led to the establishment of the
URP sub-centre in Hong Kong. Such collaborations
opened up and deepened Wing-Shing's research horizons
not only on power relations in urban planning and urban
space, but also on social spaces and practices, including
the homeless and urban poor, NGOs, housing and social
welfare policies.

Soon after the 2nd EARCAG, Wing-Shing formed
a study group with students to explore critical theories
such as space, power, and social (in)justice issues. This
eventually led to the co-founding of the Hong Kong Crit-
ical Geography Group (HKCGG). HKCGG is a loose,
but self-organised collective intellectual space for Wing-
Shing and his students to read and discuss critical theo-
ries, conduct fieldwork, community projects, and other
social engagements.

We had different kinds of challenges at first: lacking
the knowledge and language to communicate between
theoretical and practical words, and with local commu-
nities and activists (full of uncertainty but excitement!)
Second, HKCGG was unprecedented in geography in
Hong Kong’s universities, which used to “train” students
to become part of institutions such as urban planning and
education. Third, going back to the mid-2000s, the term
“space” remained neither anonymous to the public or
community discussion, nor was it used to inform social
movements (which were still based on the traditional
social work discipline in Hong Kong). I vividly remem-
ber that we were often asked by local activists “what is
space?”. This prompted us to revise our “academic lan-
guage”, hoping that our knowledge could contribute to
society.

Although HKCGG was (and is still) in a very mar-
ginalised position in geography (particularly in Hong
Kong), thanks for Wing-Shing’s persistence, HKCGG



EARCAG in Hong Kong 245

gathered different students, and the term “space” turned
out to be one of important perspectives in the public dis-
cussion and social movements. This linked this student
group as a part of a larger intellectual and social network
in Hong Kong, meeting people from different disciplines
and communities, and involved in activism witnessed in
important events such as the demolition of the “Wedding
Card Street” (Lee Tung Street), the occupy movement in
the Star Ferry/Queen’s Pier against demolition that char-
acterised those years of urban struggles.

All of this turned out to be a very specific path of
Wing-Shing’s academic life: to interrogate critical theo-
ries through social practices. By the end of this decade,
these ideas were anchored in conferences and workshops
to include researchers and later even master students
from South Asian interests. This was a togetherness, a
path walked jointly to critique prevalent and taken for
granted, often imposed concepts, such as “gentrification”
and “neoliberalism”, not engaged critically enough, and
also, via the idea of spatial stories, to engender wider
pedagogies to be considered in critical geography else-
where. Thus, Wing Shing's post-2015 deeper thought to
take context and situated history seriously opened a con-
ceptual space far beyond Hong Kong and arguably, East
Asia.

Memoir 3

Euphoric Continuum: A Joyful Moment
of Togetherness in the Midst of Political
Turbulence

WONG Kit Ping (Tammy),
LEE Chi Lap Jacky, Solomon BENJAMIN

(with HUI Tsz Wa’s reminiscence and
contribution)

Fifteen years after the 2nd EARCAG, in 2016, Wing-
Shing again organised the 8th EARCAG conference in
Hong Kong. The political context of Hong Kong, how-
ever, has changed drastically. A decade ago, a series of
urban conflicts and social movements had emerged to
simultaneously erupt throughout the territory. Expanding
into varied issues, these prolonged conflicts exhausted
civil society. However, as they further escalated leading
to a larger scale of social mobilisation confronting vio-

lent and virulent responses of the state and government
power. Hong Kong was among the prime sites experi-
encing waves of conflicts and activism in East Asia and
across the world.

Wing-Shing organised this conference with political
and academic urgency just two years after the “Umbrella
Movement” of Hong Kong. He wished to advance anal-
ysis of recent social movements and urban conflicts, to
develop alternative theories for critical geographies in
East Asia, particularly Hong Kong. He hoped to “involve
researchers from a broad range of disciplines and of prac-
titioners and activists, and across regions including South
Asia, joining hands in the conference” The theme of the
8th EARCAG “Radicalism in Theory and Practice” re-
flected this moment of crises. The objective, “make sense
of the theory and practice of these activism and social
movements in East Asia” attracted over 100 participants
from different disciplines, perspectives, regions and
countries joined in and presented various topics on social
activism.

The 8th EARCAG proved to be very fruitful and in-
sightful, and in many ways represented Wing-Shing’s
lifelong pursuit of dialectics between knowledge and
praxis. Inspired by Henri Lefebvre, this relates to the-
ories which inform, shape, and at the same time, are
challenged and reshaped by practices. Wing-Shing often
informed us how an important keyword “space” is in
understanding society and the world differently: these
discussions of space now pertain specifically to the his-
torical geography, land and social (in)justices of Hong
Kong. The conference can be seen as a critical moment
of political encounter: Wing-Shing brought together
people from different disciplines to foster new analysis
and interpretation of recent urban conflicts and social
movements; challenging existing theories, and seeking
alternative theories to understanding East Asia.

Fully committed to developing alternative theories in
Hong Kong and China he wrote to note to Toshio Mizuu-
chi:

“For someone who has been educated in the Anglophone
world, immersing in critical geography and urban studies
in the West, but nevertheless being highly critical of it,
East Asia used to be only a vague geographical concept
with little substance”.

He strongly argued against the hegemony of knowl-
edge production, or treating East Asia as a vague empir-
ical to the Western theory. He considered such uncritical
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ways of applying Western theories as “problematic”, as
it removed or decontextualised the special trajectories
of social, economic, political and cultural in particular
places and times. The problem of “random conceptual
indigenisation and appropriation”, as coined by Wing-
Shing, became more severe in the contemporary academ-
ic industry. Far from being open, the academics was like
a “sausage factory” fight for fundings and positions, and
morphed into a more divided, bureaucratic and reaction-
ary formation. At this conference, he refused to accept
the view that East Asia was just subject to capital logics,
as another form of “variegated capitalism”. He warned
us that this interpretation promotes a linear perspective
of “late-coming countries to be modelled on their more
advanced counterparts”.

Lastly, he confronted the theoretical insights from dif-
ferent grounded practices rooted in specific historical and
geographical processes in order to explore alternative
imaginations. Collaborating with local NGOs, activists,
former students, and social advocates, Wing-Shing or-
ganised five field trips for the 8th EARCAG, to revisit
controversial topics including the Umbrella Movement,
housing for the urban poor, urban renewal, politics of
New Territories’ development, and the transformation of
former industrial sites. These controversial areas formed
the cornerstone of Wing-Shing’s academic work and
community networks in the last 20 years. As places of di-
rect engagement with community groups and individuals
field visits emphasised the point that social justice cannot
just be applied from above and derived from concepts
elsewhere, but rather, emerge from close understanding

of realities and possibilities. These visits demonstrated
his collaborative network approach to critical urban
geography, where academics, students, and communi-
ties collectively contributed to critical thoughts, mutual
understanding, and alternative insights. These immersive
experiences fostered not just a ‘local’ but larger across
country context. Unbound by nationalistic baggage, such
critical dialogues linked the political landscapes of con-
temporary Hong Kong to sites elsewhere. For instance,
Solly Benjamin from Bangalore, Rupali Gupte and
Prasad Shetty Mumbai, note that their presentations em-
phasised the fine grain of context, to the politics and po-
litical consequences of everyday territorial practices. All
this highlighted Wing-Shing’s dedication to interweave
much more expansive intellectual, social and community
spaces.

Being an urban geographer dedicated to critical the-
ories, Wing-Shing has constructed a living network that
connects academic research and local communities, a re-
flection of his rich and meaningful life. As he wrote, “the
world consists of many interconnected parts. Accord-
ingly, activity and social movements in East Asia would
have their emergence both rooted in the region and inter-
related with other parts of the world.” Perhaps, this is his
utopian thinking - striving together for alternative imag-
inations and for a just society. As we reflect, it remains a
goal yet to be realised. Despite the great loss, his belief
in interconnectedness and his dedication to fostering crit-
ical perspectives have sown seeds of inspiration that will

continue to bear fruit for generations to come.

Group photo of participants at the 2nd EARCAG Meeting in Hoﬁg Kon;g

December 2001
(Photo Credit: Local Organiser of the 2nd EARCAG Meeting)



