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A Thousand Winds:

Carrying on the Mission of East Asian Critical Geographers
with Wing-Shing’s Wisdom

Byung-Doo CHOI*

When the Inaugural International Conference of Crit-
ical Geography (IICCG) was held in Vancouver, Canada
(1997), neoliberalism was in full swing and expanding on
a global scale with serious negative consequences. In par-
ticular, the East Asian economy had been experiencing a
severe financial crisis for several years from mid-1997,
which turned out to be part of the neoliberal globaliza-
tion process, as it was called the “IMF crisis”, though the
situations might differ from country to country. Critical
scholars in East Asia as well as those around the world
expressed great concern about its structural backgrounds
and results, critically examining the contradictions and
limitations inherent in the neoliberal globalization.

Critical geographers were no exception in responding
to this global economic crisis. At the conference, Neil
Smith presented a paper entitled “Global economic crisis
and the need for an international critical geography” .
Neil Smith not only led the IICCG but also strongly
supported the founding of the East Asian Regional Con-
ference in Alternative Geography (EARCAG). In the
paper, Neil described the moments as follows: “There is
a dramatic restructuring of global geography, from the
local to the global scales, which creates an extraordinary
opportunity for geographers (and geography) with a crit-
ical understanding of the social and political economy
that results from the present crisis” .

As Neil suggested, “we have to create a theoretically
informed political activism that links to the struggles of
people everywhere” against the neoliberal process of
global capitalism. But we, East Asian critical geogra-
phers, had another important task ahead of us. It is neces-
sary to explore how capitalism on a global scale operates
especially in the East Asian region with a setting different
from the West. Perhaps it was in this kind of thought that
Wing Shing presented his paper at the first meeting of
EARCAG aiming at “developing a similar [time-space]
concepts to capture the dynamics of a totally different
spatial setting: China. ... [China’s socialist governmental-
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ity] is different from that observed in the West.”

As implied in the above quotation, Wing Shing’s idea
was directly linked to the proposal of EARCAG: “The
EARCAG (East Asian Regional Conference in Alter-
native Geography) aims to establish an international
network among alternative geographers in East Asia and
to explore further perspectives to investigate local geo-
graphical issues in East Asia. Instead of merely translat-
ing spatial theories developed in the Western context into
local languages, East Asian alternative geographers are
needed to reconsider in their own context in order to en-
rich alternative geography. The EARCAG supports their
challenges and encourages their activities.”

In order to encourage the participation of East Asian
scholars in the IICCG meeting, I compiled a list of crit-
ical geographers in East Asia and sent emails to inform
and encourage their participation in the conference. I
remember that Wing Shing’s name was on the list. Al-
though he did not attend the IICCG meeting, he readily
accepted my invitation to the 1st meeting of EARCAG.
According to one of the emails I sent to him at that time,
“I appreciate your decision on attending the Kyongju
conference, even though I am not sure whether my appli-
cation for funding would be in success or not. Kyongju
locates in the East-Southern region in Korean Penin-
sula. You can get in Kyongju by express train (called
'Saemaul') from Seoul. Or I will wait for you and other
foreign participants who will come to Pusan by airplane
from Seoul. I will email you a further information on
our conference soon.” Hence I first met Wing Shing
and George Lin, another participant from Hong Kong at
Gimhae Airport on January 23, 1999, and drove them to
Gyeongju, the venue of the conference.

At the first meeting of EARCAG held in Gyeongju
and Daegu, Korea, Neil gave the keynote speech, and 18
people presented their papers in 6 sessions, including for-
eign participants, Chatchai Pongpryoon from Thailand,
Wing Shing and George from Hong Kong; Robert Has-
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sink from Netherlands visiting Research fellow in Korea;
Kenji Tsutsumi, Tetsushi Fujita, Toshio Mizuuchi, Fujio
Mizuoka, and Naoki Oshiro from Japan. At the con-
ference, “we had a very sincere presentation of papers
and energetic discussion of our topics, with an explicit
agreement that we critical and alternative scholars in East
Asian countries, need to explore socio-spatial issues, en-
couraging our own perspectives.” After the conference,
Wing Shing commented, “the conference was a big suc-
cess. It was one of the best I ever attended.”

As we all know, Wing Shing organized the EARCAG
conference in Hong Kong twice, enabling passionate
presentations and discussions among up to 100 partici-
pants. He was also a key member of EARCAG steering
committee and worked to wisely resolve some difficult
situations. He showed us how critical and alternative
geography of East Asia should move forward, and led us
along the way.

I would like to talk about two problems that the steer-
ing committee has faced, which show us his character
and concern about EARCAG. The first one arose when
the 2nd conference of EARCAG was held in Hong Kong.
Henry Yeung from Singapore attended the conference
and proposed that EARCAG should expand its geograph-
ical scale to include critical geographers in Southeast
Asia and India. However, | was against it because 1 was
worried about that if the conference were to expand
beyond East Asia, there would be some difficulties with
language use and the regional identity of the conference
would be weakened. Other steering committee members,
including Wing Shing, generally agreed not to expand,
keeping on its scale as present.

Another was during the 8th Hong Kong conference
and 9th Daegu conference of EARCAG. The issue was to
recruit young scholars to join the steering committee of
EARCAG, as the existing members were getting older.
Fujio Mizuoka opposed this without a clear reason, even
though there were some disputes at the times between
him and other critical geographers in Japan. Hence no
decision was made at the Hong Kong meeting of steering
committee where this issue was raised, and no proper
conclusion was reached at the Daegu meeting. In this
situation, Wing Shing contributed to making the steering
committee more innovative and energetic by actively
pushing it to accept new steering committee members.

In addition, I would like to introduce an episode I ex-

perienced through my personal relationship with Wing

Shing. In August 2006, he and his family visited Daegu
while traveling to Seoul, Busan and Gyeongju in Korea,
I was surprised to see them staying in a jjimjilbang (a
Korean style of sauna) for a night, because it might be
unfamiliar to foreigners, though it seemed possible with
the aid of his former student, SIU Wai Lok (7 &%) who
was staying around Daegu at the time for his study of
Korean language. A similar case which I was surprised
was his staying at Airbnb of private housing in Daegu,
when he attended at the Daegu conference in 2018. As
one can see from this kind of episodes, Wing Shing
engaged bravely with reality, both academically and per-
sonally, to experience new modes of living and consider
new theoretical issues.

While I am writing this condolence, I was quite happy
to reminisce about Wing Shing on the one hand, and I felt
very sad on the other. I will miss Wing Shing, one of my
best foreign friends. I wish he may rest in peace in the
new world he dreamed of, and I want to let his family,
friends, and critical geographers of East Asia hear what
he would whisper in the lyrics of the song I am listening
to as I write this. The title of the song is 4 Thousand
Winds, which is sung with lyrics in Chinese, Japanese,

Korean as well as English.

A Thousand Winds

Do not stand at my grave and weep
I am not there. I do not sleep.

I am a thousand winds that blow.

I am the diamond glints on snow.

I am the sunlight on ripened grain.

I am the gentle autumn rain.

When you awaken in the morning’s hush
I am the swift uplifting rush

Of quiet birds in circled flight.

I am the soft stars that shine at night.
Do not stand at my grave and cry;

I am not there. I did not die



