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Decolonization and East Asian Critical Geography:

Reflections on International Division of Labor in Academia

Based on Wing-Shing’s Practices

Jinn-Yuh HSU*

I got to know EARCAG and Wing-Shing through the
introduction of my master’s supervisor, Hsia Chu-joe, af-
ter he came back from the first Daegu meeting. I thought
I should join the group as I identified myself as a critical
geographer. I became the most junior steering committee
member at the second EARCAG conference organized
by Wing-Shing in Hong Kong. Sometimes I did not feel
so comfortable in the meetings because all other mem-
bers were my teachers, but Wing-Shing always told me
“it’s okay” in Chinese with a Hong Kong accent, which
brought me closer to him.

For me, as an economic geographer, critical geography
is the perspective of Western Marxist geography in my
learning process, that is, a view that is different from
the mainstream economics which took the market as the
dominant and rational governance mechanism. This so-
called “critical” or alternative theory almost dominates
my intellectual position in learning and teaching in my
early career. It is also under this perspective that I un-
derstand Wing-Shing’s research on Chinese cities, and
makes me to accept his application of Lefebvre’s con-
cepts of “production of space” easily. However, I always
found it difficult to digest his critique of the Chinese
urban studies in the mainstream geography community,
given that most of the literature applied the dominant
“critical” theories very well. I just naively wonder why
we should bother to produce “out” own theories and
concepts.

Positioning myself in this kind of Western left-wing
perspective has been constantly copied in my published
articles which applied the so-called empirical data in Tai-
wan, to validate the correctness of the critical theories.
By doing so, it enabled me to publish in international
(actually English) journals, and at the same time to get
promoted in my career. However, the more works I have
done, the more uncomfortable and ungrounded I felt in
facing the challenges of the local situations. I felt myself
doing some kind of subcontracting, or OEM (original

equipment manufacturing) in the academic division of

labor with the Western critical masters.

But, one episode happened to really make me deeply
reflect on my own works. A few years ago, when the
International Critical Geography Group (ICGG) came to
ask me if Taiwan was willing to host the next conference.
I knew it was probably initiated by Wing-Shing who was
involved in the organizing committee. I quickly respond-
ed and put forward a proposal to the committee. Soon
I got a reply from the committee asking me to answer
some questions about “social activities” in Taiwan which
they believe were the critical parts of the conference. 1
agreed and immediately had my assistants prepare all
the materials we could gather at that time, and sent the
dossier back to the committee soon. To my surprise, the
committee responded by asking me to add more and
more activity descriptions and I compiled to add more.
After my third reply, I didn’t get any response from the
committee for a long time, and finally, probably after
three months, just a short note saying they decided to
choose another place as the venue. Very arrogant attitude!
I complained about this to Wing-Shing, and he thought it
was very ridiculous, since the social activities in Taiwan
wouldn’t be a problem. As far as I know, he talked to the
ICGG director, and then he told me that I should give up
because of the ignorance of these white Westerners about
Asia. After this incident, I had a greater distance from
the so-called critical geography, which is dominated by
white Western liberal scholars.

At the same time, I also began to reflect on the ques-
tion of why the theories we read, that claim to be uni-
versal, are all put forward by these “critical” scholars in
the West, and then scholars in East Asia, and also those
in other regions, provide a lot of empirical research to
verify and apply these theoretical concepts. This feel-
ing of being a subcontractor for the work of Western
academics convinced me more and more of the need to
critique these “critical geographies” . In this sense, Wing-
Shing is ahead of us. Not only has he been able to grasp
Western theories clearly, but he has also conceptualized
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the experiences that have grown up in China, and collab-
orated with scholars in India to truly implement the idea
of starting from the margins to challenge the long post-
war Western theoretical traditions. This is an important
reason for me to invite him to Taiwan when I organized
the 10th EARCAG conference in 2022. Too many inter-
national conferences held in East Asia do not have any
keynote speakers being local scholars, but EARCAG has
made a good start in this regard. I expect the EARCAG
group to inherit Wing Shing’s grounded research, to be
able to dialogue with the mainstream of the West, but
also to be able to produce concepts from local knowledge
and experience. This work of decolonization is more im-
portant to the East Asian critical geography community
than ever.
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Wing Shing and Ling-I during my last HK trip for the EARCAG-GPE meeting
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