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Prelude: On the road towards new approaches
to economic geography: A Chinese perspective

I have been teaching geography as a profession for 34 years since 1982 when I star-
ted my first academic job in Henan University. and. if taking the 4 years student life
and 4 years and 5 months work experience of survey and mapping in the navy, it is over
40 years altogether. During this period, I gradually moved, from the initial cognition of
geography, into a sub-discipline — economic geography, doing some researches and
having a certain amount of articles and a few books published. and therefore have accu-
mulated some ideological inspirations. In order to have a scholarly exchange and com-
munication with colleagues and experts in the same field. 1 hereby compile those works

into a single volume, and wish it may provide referential values for my readers.

Economic geography as a sub-discipline in geography has such a short history of a
hundred years only, starting from the date when it was set as a university teaching
course. It had a rapid development in the middle part of the last century. worldwide and
with the growth of socio-economy. In the 1960s it started to go toward interpretation
from description, owing to the quantitative revolution. Along this line came into being
the regional science. At the same time, geographers moved in the direction of interpre-
tive geography, trying to trace the sources, in order to carry out a comprehensive sur-
vey, from all perspectives, of its driving force and all relevant factors. For instance, in
the 1970s of the last century, the school of politico-economy highlighted the influence
from politics and the social forces, holding that the economic panorama was not a result
from the rational choice in terms of the location theory, but the outcome of the long
term interactions and interventions from various social forces.

Accordingly. then there appeared many new terms such as the institutional turn,
the cultural turn, relational turn and scale turn. and so forth. Similar things happened
as well in methodologies, which transformed itself from quantitative models and statis-
tic verification to specific case studies and a diversity of approaches. And. in the 1990s,
post-structuralism, post-modernism, feminism and so on emphasized the concerns with
the human factors and cultural institutions, such and such. And, following the evolu-
tionary economics, scholars began to look closely into the variation and development of

the economic geography from the viewpoints of evolution. and therefore and so far,
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there is a situation of co-existing approaches in diversity.

Economic geography has been gaining most attention in human geography for a
long time in China. In the first half of the last century, there was a trend for introdu-
cing the Western theories for the practice of regional investigations in China, and, then
in the middle period, the focus was on geographical studies using the frameworks from
the Soviet Union, getting involved with China’s economic development and construc-
tional planning. Since the reform and opening up, Western ideas have been further in-
troduced and Western methodologies widely applied, as the rapidly developing China has
brought out the best opportunities for economic geographers throughout the discipline’s
history. New subjects, research fields and types, the themes, the angles, the scales and
methods, the new approaches, and so on, appeared in a great diversity. However,
when compared with the West there are such differences as, for example, the emphasis
on the elements of physical geography over economy activities and the researches cover-
ing governmental policies at all levels, and so forth.

This diversity of approach is confusing and perplexing, and manymay feel lost in
the ocean of jargon and struggle to find a way through. I myself used to wonder and
wander like this, meditating in puzzles and trying to sort out the logical lines. More
than thirty years have passed, and now my thinking has been crystallized into logical
thoughts as the following.

The first concern is about the relationship between economy and geography. Since
its appearance, both approaches have co-existed from the viewpoints of either geogra-
phers or economists. Although they are complementary and mutually supportive, still,
they remain distinctive because of the different starting points and observing view-
points, as seen in their frameworks and academic achievements. Typical examples in-
clude the location theory in the first half of the last century, the regional sciences in the
middle, and the new economic geography, its models and impacts and so on, at the
end. It should be noted that P. Krugman won the Noble Prize in economics in 2008,
which encouraged and stimulated the society, even the academic circle, to adopt some-
what economical viewpoints toward the understating of economic geography.

Etymologically. as a technical term Economic Geography was firstly put forward by
geographers, and in parallel, the course was taught initially in the department of geog-
raphy. Later on, Economic Geography . the first academic journal was founded by geog-
raphers accordingly. And second, methodologically, it is a branch or subdivision of Ge-
ography anyway, having lots in common as its properties, and logically, its scope cov-
ers both economy and geography, focusing on the interactive relations between the
sphere of economic geography and the other geographical ones. Additionally, in the eye
of economists, economic geography focuses on the spatial distributions and spatial

differences. Giving significance of the geographical nature, so, the economic activities
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and its relations to the geographical environments, and the economic consequences
caused by other human activities and the like are all substantial topics.

Therefore, the economic geography in its full sense and especially as a subject of
geography, should be more than the recent progress of diverse methods and themes in
the West, the new economic geography marked with the so-called “diverse trends” (Re-
fer to Chapter One), and the one with the same title typified with mathematic and sta-
tistic models and so on, despite its significant devotion to and important promotion for
this discipline.

The second query would be how to comprehensively understand the economic phe-
nomena? As a big umbrella, it covers a wide range from, for instance, in terms of the
economic agents, the global corporations, the transnational companies, to small and
median-sized enterprises and rural households, and, in terms of the economic land-
scape. from the huge economic groups based in gigantic metropolises, big cities and to
the small economic space like villages and industrial clusters. In terms of administrative
liaisons. coverage ranges from the international economic organizations to the different
regional economic systems at various local governmental levels. In terms of its visualiza-
tion, subjects include from those with clear identifications from outside to those without
any external features visible, e. g. , the internet trade. So complicated with such a com-
plex, we are faced with a complex landscape. How do we reach the point of this eco-
nomic geography? No definite solutions yet but many different views instead.

In my view, all are of importance and deserve attention, but owing to some limits,
it is better to do the first thing first. Firstly, it may be wise to examine theregional or
local economic phenomena, and expand the field afterward into both national and inter-
national economic geographies. The international issues are complicated but sometimes
based on their analyses of regional scale, for example, the centre-shifting of the global
economy is a topic of economic geography, while the research on the economic centre in-
volves regional studies or even urban studies at the primary level. Apart from that, oth-
er disciplines like international economics and international trading pay equal attention
to the changes of the global economy. It becomes impossible to do it well without a
good foundation of regional researches. Secondly, it is better to care about the resear-
ches on the visible economic landscape in regional geographical studies, and later on turn
to the economic geographical phenomena which are not easy to be judged from the out-
side. The evidence is convincing, especially when capitalizing on technologies of remote
sensing and big-data processing. Thirdly. better to pay attention to the topics about the
micro-economic actors, and later extend it over to the related institutions. These eco-
nomic agents directly determine the differences and diversities on the globe’s surface,
and the rest institutions and systems only exert indirect influences.

Now, the third question: what is the Geography as in economic geography? Or,



