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Special Section 3:
East Asian Critical Geography and Tang Wing-Shing

  

What Happened between Wing Shing and Me

at the Turn of the 21st Century:
The Impactful Encounter at EARCAG 1999

and His Fascinating Academic Initiatives Thereafter

Toshio MIZUUCHI*

If there were encounters and scenes in life that one 

would never forget, it would be the meeting with Wing 

on January 23, 1999. When some members of our Jap-

anese team arrived at the venue and accommodation in 

Gyeongju from Busan, it was a dark night with little city 

lights visible. Amidst the gathering of participants, I do 

not recall the moment of any meeting with Wing Shing 

that night. However, the next morning, Wing Shing’s 

presentation (which captivated me with its Ted Talk-like 

speech performance), followed by my own presentation 

in the late afternoon, greatly stimulated each other’s in-

tellectual curiosity.

He described the impression of that time as follows: 

“I attended the Kyongju meeting, which had turned out 

to be the best meeting I had ever attended by then.” This 

passage is quoted from “Mizuuchi-san: An Admiration 

and Appreciation”, whose first draft was submitted in 

December 2021 to the journal of the Urban Research Pla-

za upon my retirement. It is a valuable text that captures 

his thoughts, and serves as a key to understanding his 

research developments in the 2000s, hence I will quote it 

several times in this reminiscence.

The title of his presentation was “Governmentality, 

Time-Space Colonization, and China’s Socialist Geog-

raphy”, which focused on East Asia, nation-states, pow-

er, and development, proving to be highly stimulating. 

Extracting from the report, some remarkable passages 

include, 

“Thus, for instance, it is a commonplace that Asian 

scholars and practitioners nowadays are fond of talking 

about transforming their own cities into world cities - 

itself a Western concept. The point is that these concepts 

socio-historical origins,”

and, 

“

What I want to argue in the above is that in addition to 

paying heed to geographies of difference in the West, 

it is essential to examine differences in geography. 

Geographies of countries not usually counted in the West 

must also be understood with time-space concepts that 

and that are not capital-biased. As Asia and the socialist 

East have basically been ignored in the literature,” 

which illustrates his dedication to East Asia, with his 

slightly accented yet resolutely British English speech 

echoing in my mind.

Further, attention to the nation-state is emphasized, 

stating, 

“

in many, if not all, aspects of life, the role of governing 

practices and their institutional form and administrative 

boundaries should be addressed with some levels of 

is, as a corollary of the above argument, not so much the 

logic of capital as the logic of state practices.” 

Moreover, he focuses on Foucault’s governmentality, 

highlighting its applicability, and references Lefebvre, 

stating,

“One good thing about his concept is that it does not 

concentrate on state institutions. Instead, he focuses on 

micro-settings.”

“I consider the activities of the socialist state not so 

much, as in the West, ‘governing at a distance’ as 

‘governing with a distance’... The way governing with a 

distance works is to devise a representation and impose 

it on others at different times and spaces. Here it is 

instrumental to draw on Lefebvre’s (1991) two insightful 
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concepts of spatial practice: representations of space 

and spaces of representation. The former refers to the 

dominant spaces in any society and are constructed of 

the more formal, abstract representations by scientists, 

planners, urbanists and social engineers. The latter are 

‘lived’ spaces that take their shape through the daily 

routine of users’. Representations produced by the 

planning structure under socialism belong to the former 

category. They are produced at the centre and then 

transferred to the periphery. Once the periphery practices 

in accordance with these representations, it is drawn into 

the orbit of power of the centre. As time proceeds, more 

and more agents and spaces are colonised.”

“Put differently, urbanisation reflects a time-space 

colonisation by the state. This interpretation helps us to 

understand urbanisation with more insight.”

This series of discussions closely resembles the logical 

structure of my doctoral thesis, “Geographical Studies 

on Land and Urban Development in Modern Japan Since 

the Meiji Restoration of 1868”, in June 2000. My presen-

tation on that day was largely empirical demonstrating  

numerous national and regional statistics. Therefore, he 

enthusiastically commented on my presentation, saying, 

“Among others, the succinct as well as inclusive comment 

that I can make of Toshio is his generosity. First, he 

is always accessible to offer his research insights and 

knowledge. His presentation at Kyongju exhibited how 

meticulously one can tease detailed historical data on 

local spending to account for geographical phenomena. 

At that time, I was fancied with, among others, the new 

regional geography and its possible meaning for the 

East Asian context. His research had then broadened my 

vision.”

Asia, noting that Seoul and Tokyo were merely transit 

points for his travels to Europe and the Americas, stating, 

“East Asia used to be only a vague geographical concept 

with little substance.”

Then, he humbly recalls how a researcher / practitioner 

network for East Asia began to expand, particularly cen-

1 In this research project, we are mindful of our relationship with East Asia and have therefore produced the following report in English: 

Nation, Region and the Politics of Geography in East Asia, Osaka City University, 1999. https://www.omu.ac.jp/lit/geo/info/publication/en-

try-36336.html

tered around Seoul and Taipei, with the participation in 

numerous workshops and conferences, saying,

“I am proud to say, all over East Asia. To these, I must 

thank Toshio for bringing up a myopic ‘child’ like me.”

It is worth noting here that at the time, the Japanese 

participants were members of the research project “State 

Formation and Geographical-Spatial Thought in Modern 

Japan from the Perspective of Geopolitics and Colonial-

ism” (1998-2000), which I chaired. This project was also 

a gathering of critical geographers in Japan1, and sub-

sequently, the major members of EARCAG, including 

young researchers, continued to emerge from this geo-

graphical thought research group’. Many members have 

sent condolence emails for his memory in Japanese.

conference was Kim Soo-Hyun’s presentation on “Ur-

ban Poverty and the Homeless, Cases of South Korea, 

Japan, and England.” I engaged Soo-Hyun with numer-

ous questions because I had been suddenly involved in 

a large-scale homeless survey ordered by the Mayor of 

Osaka to Osaka City University in summer of 1998. His 

presentation was based on data-driven comparisons and 

policy-oriented practical thinking on how to address the 

issue (he later served as an assistant secretary for welfare 

in the Moon Jae-in administration). The issue clearly il-

luminated the role that city states should play, and I felt a 

when I learned that the homeless issue was not only hap-

pening in South Korea but also in Hong Kong (and Tai-

wan), from Wing Shing. We both agreed that one of the 

practical applications of critical geography is to address 

housing issues for the disadvantaged/deprived, including 

the homeless.

The conference, which proved to be highly fruitful for 

both (of course for all attendants as well), continued in 

Taegu on the 25th. I vividly remember the half-day tour 

and Bulguksa Temple. The most impressive shot of Wing 

Shing and George Lin like a comedian, smiling and wav-

ing to each other at Kimhae Airport in the evening, when 

we vowed to meet again, still hasn’t appeared. Exactly 25 

years later, on January 26th, while traveling in Aomori 
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Prefecture, Japan, he passed away. Is such a coincidence 

possible in this world? It’s incredibly regrettable and 

heartbreaking that what was meant to be a temporary 

farewell after just 25 years.

The encounter between the two of us in the end of 

1990s profoundly changed the trajectory of our academic 

pursuits afterward. I’ve already mentioned our encounter 

at this conference regarding homelessness issues in South 

Korea. Upon returning Osaka, I discussed with Wing 

Shing the possibility of investigating the housing prob-

lems of the disadvantaged people in Hong Kong, not just 

from the perspective of a nation-state, but also focusing 

on city-state. He introduced me to Professor Alan Smart 

at the University of Calgary in Canada, who specialized 

in squatter issues. We promptly invited Alan (and other 

famous Asian Geographers) to Osaka together with Wing 

Shing, and held the “Osaka Workshop for Frontiers of 

Asian Geographies”.

Unexpectedly, the expansion of research into East 

Asia began so suddenly, that in the autumn of 2000, we 

applied for funding from the Japan Society for the Pro-

motion of Science for a project titled “Homelessness and 

Squatting Issues in Advanced Asian Regions: A Com-

parative Study of Japan, South Korea, and Hong Kong,” 

which was successfully approved for a three-year period 

surveys on homeless shelters in Hong Kong and Taipei in 

March 2001.

From the very beginning, inquiring with Wing Shing, 

I learned there were no researchers studying homeless 

shelters/transit housing in Hong Kong at the time. I 

asked him how to start such research. Coincidentally, his 

wife Pui Hing was (and still is) working in the Salvation 

Army, which manages shelters, so she introduced me to 

the facility’s manager. We immediately visited the shelter 

in Shanghai Street, Yau Ma Tei, together. It was Wing 

Shing’s first investigation into housing welfare institu-

tions. From there, a series of shelter/transit housing/urban 

hostels surveys began, and interviews with NGOs and 

religious social welfare organizations were conducted.

“(Through URP fund,) I have started to build up more 

intimate networks with social welfare agencies in the 

city. Accordingly, I have started to know the local 

community much better than before. For example, the 

issue of homelessness used to be a vague concept in my 

mind, and community organizations like SoCO (Society 

for Community Organization) were alien entities to me. 

However, thanks to Toshio, everything changed. This 

has in turn provided an additional avenue for me to 

disseminate to the community my more theoretical works 

on the urban development of the city. This has turned out 

to be a win-win situation for me.”

Since March 2001, both of us shifted significantly 

to a community-based research style. Wing Shing’s 

street-level activities intensified and deepened in the 

2000s, as evidenced by the founding of the Hong Kong 

Critical Geography Group in 2002 and his subsequent 

career trajectory.

A major commonality between us was constantly seek-

ing the optimal solution for how city states produce space 

(the representation of space) and how NGOs and users 

consume and manage that space negotiating to reach con-

sensus in their community or neighborhood.

Critical geographers are often criticized for being 

overly theoretical and confined to armchair criticism. 

However, Wing Shing engaged with the community, par-

ticipated in numerous dialogues, and provided insights 

into fostering attachment to the locality and envisioning 

future visions. In this sense, one could argue that he was 

also a prominent critical urban social geographer.

For proactive and theoretical urban social geographer, 

receiving substantial funding from the Global COE for 

Wing-Shing visiting a homeless shelter and chatting 

with the director of the NGO that assists it

January 2008 (Photo Credit: Mizuuchi Toshio)
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advantage. With this funding, the URP Hong Kong Over-

as follows:

“This had provided funding for some policy research on 

the social side of local issues. This funding has in 

turn provided an additional avenue for me to disseminate 

to the community my more theoretical works on the 

urban development of the city. This has turned out to be 

a win-win situation for me.”

Furthermore, using this URP funding along with his 

own obtaining grants, he organized almost annually fasci-

nating workshops and forums. These events are listed in 

the table below for reference. The workshops, as shown 

in the photo of workshop on Social Justice and the City

in 2013, were used to be intimate and very cozy at home. 

He always managed everything from determining the 

themes to inviting speakers. The presentations ranged 

from theoretical to empirical research and were of higher 

with delicious dinners and mini-city tours in between. 

Several books and papers emerged from the scholarly 

exchanges nurtured here. He looks back, stating:

“He (Toshio) has showed great care over the spreading 

of research findings to the academic community in the 

world, via conferences and workshops organised either 

by myself or by us together.”

The benefits derived from this program, shared with 

URP younger researchers and graduate students, have 

been unforgettable and cherished memories.

Lastly, summarizing his personality, he was truly a 

captivating individual characterized by “hospitality and 

consideration,” “elegance and stylish,” “approachability 

and homeliness,” “cherishing comradeship,” and above 

all, “love for the community.”

Together with Wing Shing, who has gone to heaven 

ahead of me, still we both would like to pursue this in 

East Asia, whether it is a representation of space or not. 

This may be part of his vision for critical geography in 

East Asia.

Social Justice and the City 2013: A Small-scale Venue with a Relaxed Atmosphere

Photo Credit: Mizuuchi Toshio

Poster of the Social Justice and the City workshop held

 in December 2013

Photo Credit: Workshop Organiser
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Date Event

1 1999/08 Osaka Workshop for Frontiers of Asian Geographies (held in Osaka)

2 2001/12 EARCAG 2nd Meeting / Alternative Geographies of Asia in the New Millennium

3 2004/04 The First Hong Kong-Japan Workshop: Power, Space and Housing of the Urban Poor

4 2007/05 The Transforming Asian City: Asian Urbanisation Conference

5 2008/01 The Workshop on Social Inclusion, and Cultural Creativity (URP Subcenter inauguration)

6 2009/05 The International Workshop on Urban Redevelopment in East Asian Cities: The People’s Approach

7 2011/05 Urban Utopian: The International Workshop

8 2012/05

9 2013/12 The Workshop on Social Justice and the City

10 2015/01

11 2015/12 The International Workshop on High-density Development and Social Justice

12 2016/12 EARCAG 8th Meeting / Radicalism in Theory and Practice

13 2018/07 The 8th EA-ICN, Towards the Establishment of the “East-Asian Inclusive Cities
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