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PREFACE

In the large part of the latter half of the 20" century, the Chinese economic
geography, developing against a strong background of government-planning economy,
paid greater attention to and gave more emphasis on the relatively macro-scale researches
either of the whole country or of its large districts. These researches, for example,
dealt with the planning of large river basins, resource investigation, regional
development and planning, the strategic distribution of key projects, regional
distribution of manufacturing industry, the management and exploitation of national
territory, the regionalization of agricultural industry, and so on. Relatively well suit the
national and regional developmental demands, such researches were appreciated by the
governments and their decision-makers at various levels, and made significant
contributions to the country’s basic construction and brought about a better coordination
in the sociceconomic development of the state. Meanwhile, on the basis of the rich
empirical studies to serve the governmental decision-making, the Chinese economic
geographers also made efforts in theorizing their empirical study findings and
constructing their theoretical frameworks, and have developed an economic geography of
macro-perspectives.

Compared to the macro-level researches, the Chinese economic geography paid
relatively inadequate attention to the main basic actors of the economic activities, such
as the individuals, industrial enterprises, rural households, non-governmental
institutions, and so on. The micro-perspective approach, which had already taken shape
in the Western economic geography in the 20" century, has not been paid enough
attention or well developed in China. This unbalanced condition of giving more favorable
attention to the macro-scale researches than to the micro-scale ones has gradually turned
to be the research features of the Chinese economic geography. And this situation
considerably limited the Chinese economic geographers to communicate with their
academic colleagues in the mainstream of the world. Such an unbalanced condition of
relatively weak micro-researches must arouse and receive deserved concern from China’s
domestic scholars. Additionally, with the gradual realization of the Chinese socialist
market economy, the micro-level actors (individuals, enterprises, rural households,
etc. ) are playing more important roles in the economic activities. It is apparent that a
lack of proper enough emphasis on these basic economic units will not at all help
discover the built-in economic mechanisms.

To some extent, this state of relatively weak micro researches restricts the
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development of the Chinese economic geography. The macro-scale researches can not be
well done without a better comprehension of the micro-scale geographical facts.
Especially in the researches on geographical processes, area developing forces and the
built-in working mechanisms, the micro-level anatomy is of more value and
significances. In the theoretical construction of economic geography, the world
academia, by way of elaborate micro-level analysis, has established the agricultural
location theory, industrial location theory, central-place theory in addition to some other
classical theories of location. With the concrete Chinese conditions, a further research
along with this world-prevailing academic trend will be able to make its new

contributions.

In order to overcome the weakness of the Chinese economic geography in micro-
studies, I have been devoted to the micro-perspective researches ever since the mid-
1980s, when I was a doctoral student. Just as chemistry executes its research by
focusing on the basic chemical elements (molecules) forming the matter, the research of
economic geography should also set out from studying the most basic micro-units of
economic activities. My major efforts largely consist of the explorations on the firm
geography of the industrializing region, on the rural households in the development of
China’s undeveloped agricultural regions, and on the developmental differentiation and
gaps between the regional economies and the sustainable development by investigating
the whole country’s counties, towns, villages, sites and some other units in the rural
areas. At the outset, I was always quite concerned with enterprises, because in the
industry-and-business-oriented regions, enterprises serve as the basic units of the
economic activities, playing a key role in forming the spatial economic patterns. For
instance, based on the tracking investigations into the foreign invested enterprises in the
coastal region, I examined the bargaining relationships between the external capital and
the native forces, and therefore the economic developing process of the foreign capital’s
influence on the invested regions. Moreover, the intensive analysis of the state-owned
enterprises in the old industrial bases disclosed the relationships between the special
institutional reform and the regional economic development; a survey on the formation
of the competitive advantages in the rural mid-small industrial clusters and comparing
these clusters with those in other countries of the world exhibited the formation and
growing mechanisms of the industrial clusters with a special background. Just in the
guidance of the above thinking, I completed my doctoral dissertation Industrial Change
and Activities of Firms; A Spatial Analysis in the Case of Southeast Australia
(1990). And upon this basis, I systemized my preceding findings at the industrial level
and published my monograph Geographyof Firms (the 1* edition in 1999, 2™ edition in
2002) . Meanwhile, as the editor-in-Chief, I published the textbook Economic
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Geography (the 1% edition in 1999, 2™ edition in 2006) , which was designed for the first
time in China with a framework that takes an enterprise as the basic unit of the economic
activities.

With the deepening of my research, I gradually realized that the micro-perspective
survey focusing only on the industrial enterprises is far from complete because China is a
large traditional agricultural country, where the rural population constitutes the
majority. In the agriculture-dominating regions, industry and business are
comparatively underdeveloped with a small number of enterprises. Particularly, under
the rural household contract responsibility system, the separate operation of small-scale
households still plays a main role in the current Chinese agricultural production.
Moreover, unlike in the USA and some orher developed countries, there are very few
big agricultural organizations, such as big farms and integrated agric-industrial-
commercial complexes. A household is not only a social organization holding family
members but also functions as the most basic producing and consuming unit. This
feature is especially protuberant in the undeveloped regions, where there feels little
influence of the globalization and still exist the profound traditional household ideas.
However, in the research on the development of the agric-regions, there remains an
evident lacuna, that is, most studies neglect the rural households—the most basic units
in the agricultural economy. Similar to giving more emphasis on the role of enterprises
in the industry- and-business-oriented regional development, as much attention must be
paid to the role of the rural households in the agriculture-dominating regional
development. Thus to say, any researches on the agricultural development without a
focus on the rural households could be merely a sort of black-box analysis. This is
firstly because the rural households serve as the most basic microeconomic units in the
agric-regions. It is very difficult to objectively reflect the regional developmental
tendency without proper considerations of the rural households in the regional
developmental theory. Secondly, as the real standard of living of the rural households
and especially the degree of their satisfaction on their living are not consistent with the
GDP computed with currency, it’s very difficult to objectively understand the reality of
the agric-regions without knowledge of the state of the rural households. Thirdly, since
the realization of building a well-off society in an all-round way focuses on the “all-
roundness”, the overall condition of the agric-regions can not represent that of each
household, especially the conditions of those disadvantaged rural households. Fourthly,
when the development theories ignoring the rural households are turned into government
policies, it is difficult that they can embody the tenet of “humane care” repeatedly
stressed in the current policies of our state. Finally, in terms of sustainable
development, the measurement of the sustainable standard and the realization of

sustainable development are all inseparable from the participation of the rural
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households. To sum up, the research on China’s rural development from a perspective
of the rural households is of particular significance not only for the scholars’ analysis of
the current developmental conditions but also for the government policy-makers to set
up the development objectives and carry them out in the rural regions. It is with these
considerations that I have gradually adjusted my research focus from the original
enterprise-based regional development to the current exploration on the rural-household-

based agric-regional development since the end of the 20® century.

This book is the stage-result of the key project (40535025) sponsored by the
NSFC. This project is done under my personal direction. The design of this project sets
the research on the rural households as its main target, chooses the interactions between
the rural households and the geographical environment as its cutting-in point, and takes
an examination on the individual rural household and the rural household groups as a
“vein” of its research. One of the prominent features or focal points of this project is to
try to solve some theoretical problems relating to the rural development from a micro-
perspective. It could be expected that with a fresh analytical approach this research on
the rural development of Central China, which has rich traditional cultures and unique
geographical features, is promising to contribute both to the theoretical construction of
an economic geography with the Chinese characteristics and to the agric-regional
development research of the international academia. Based on these theories, and from
the “human-oriented” agric-regional development aspect, it could also be hoped that this
research is of value in generating trains of thought and policy suggestions for a rapid
taking-off and development of Central China and for the creation of a well-off society in
an all-round way.

This project takes the rural households, geographical environment, and the socio-
economic harmonious development of the agric-regions in Central China as three research
pivots. The interactions between the first two are the main study objects. And
accordingly, the research of the interactions between these two pivots serves to lay a
firm basis for studying the socio-economic harmonious development of the agric-regions
in Central China. This project holds the interactions between the rural households and
geographical environment as a key issue. In addition to the analyses of the partial data of
the rural households at the levels of village and township in Henan Province, the project
team also did an empirical study. By the means of purposive or random sampling of
different developmental conditions, we selected 11 villages, carried out a survey on 1251
households, and chose 17 specialized villages in ten different types for our detailed
studies. Moreover, we also conducted interviews with households in the typical villages
featured respectively by their migrant workers, land-use types and locations, and

dwelling sites. On the basis of these studies, nearly 100 academic articles and 2
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monographs have been completed. These works either give more emphasis on theoretical
creation or on the applied researches of the more practical matters. This monograph now

in front of you is one of the theoretical results of this project.

The geography of rural households is devoted to the study on the spatial structures
of the rural households’ activities and their relations with the geographical environment.
Put another way, it deals largely with the interrelationships between the rural
households and the geographical environment through an analysis of the spatial profile of
the rural households’ activities. The spatial-profile research on the rural households’
activities consists of the two levels of the individual rural household and the rural
household groups. The spatial research on the individual rural households’ activities is
mainly carried out through the analyses of the agric-production activities, industrial-
commercial activities, the off-farm workers’ activities, dwelling activities and so on. As
a combination of the individual rural households, a rural household group consists of
informal organizations formed by blood relationship, kinsfolk, geo-neighborhood,
economic affiliations, etc. , and the relatively better organized economic associations and
co-operations, too. The spatial research on the rural household groups is devoted chiefly
to construing the externality of the rural household activities and the basis of their
competing games. This research also analyzes the effects of the rural household groups’
scale-economy as well as the mechanisms of the rural household economic organizations
so as to study the relationships between the behaviors of the rural household groups and
the rural development.

The location and the spatial structures of the rural households’ economic activities
are closely connected with their self-developing abilities and their abilities to respond to
the externality. The rural household’ self-developing ability refers to a series of their
behavioral decision-making capability. This ability is generated and could be well
displayed when they make the use of their existing developmental space and
opportunities in order to pursue their economic interests. It reflects the synthetic
capability, power and skills of the members of a rural household, who actively make use
of the natural, economic and societal surroundings as well as their own potentials. The
rural households’ responsive ability to the externality refers to the rural households’
capability, power and skills to respond to the many external factors and conditions
which may influence and restrict their development. These external factors mainly
consist of industrialization, urbanization, agricultural industrialization, marketization,
globalization, etc. In the meantime, the rural households’ self- developing ability is
closely linked with their external responsive ability: the former determines the latter;
the latter also influences the former. Tt is this reciprocity that determines the location of

the rural households’ activities, their types, organizational modes, spatial extents, the
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way in which the rural households make use of the geographical surroundings, and the
extent to which the rural households make use of the geographical surroundings, too.
Either the spatial structures of the rural households’ economic activities or their
self-developing and external-responsive abilities are unavoidably influenced by their
geographical surroundings. And in return, the rural households can also influence the
changes of their ge.ographical surroundings. Put another way, the core and basis of the
rural household geography is nothing else but the interactions between the rural
households and their geographical surroundings. Only with this case in point, can the
micro-scale research on the rural households be better carried out and developed.

This book is divided into nine chapters. Chapter One is an introduction. Based on
the Chinese special socio-economic background, it reveals the significance of rural
households in the rural development. Furthermore, it delimits the framework and main
contents of the rural household geographical research after a brief review of relevant
researches both at home and abroad. Chapter Two examines on the space of rural
households’ agricultural production. Based on a comment upon von Thiinen’s theory of
agricultural location, it analyzes, from the perspective of the rural household, the
decisive factors of the farming plots and the spatial features of agric-production against
the Chinese background so as to construct a micro-theory of agricultural location of the
rural households. Chapter Three discusses the space of the rural households’ industrial-
commercial activities. Based on the features of the rural households’ industrial-
commercial activities in Central China, it analyzes the spatial structures of the rural
households when they are engaged in the secondary industries, the tourist industry and
the cultural industry with different environmental effects. Chapter Four explores the
space for migrant workers. By the means of integrating theories with empirical studies,
this chapter starts from a description about the off-farm workers’ features and then goes
to an exploration of the factors which influence the off-farm workers’ selection of their
locations. And finally, the findings of the exploration are tested with a model of the off-
farm working location. Chapter Five investigates the dwelling space of the rural
households. This chapter first explicates the types and evolution of the dwelling space of
the rural households. Then, at both the intra~ and inter-village levels, it turns to an
analysis of the factors affecting the rural households’ choices for their dwelling location.
Chapter Six carries out a geographical survey on the rural households’ self-developing
ability. This chapter starts with a definition of the concept “the rural households’ self-
developing ability,” introducing its connotations and the related appraisal indices for it.
On the basis of the investigation data of the rural households, it first analyzes the
relationships between the rural households’ self-developing ability and the agric-regional

economic development, and then discloses the influence of the geographical environment
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on the rural households’ self-developing ability. Chapter Seven studies the rural
households’ external responsive ability from a geographical perspective. Beginning with
concept defining and the construction for an appraisal indexical system, this chapter
gives itself to the analysis of the rural households’ ability in responding to
industrialization, urbanization, agric-industrialization, marketization, globalization and
other external influences. Chapter Eight investigates the spatial economic behaviors of
the rural household group. After explicating the externality of the rural households’
abilities and their interactive games, this chapter analyzes the scale-economy effects of
the rural household groups and the emerging mechanisms of the rural households’
economic organizations. It discusses the relationships between the collective behaviors of
rural households and rural development. Chapter Nine is a theoretical study on the
functions of rural households and the effects of the geographical environment. Following
a classification of the functional types of the rural households and the geographical
environments, this chapter elaborates the interactions between the human beings and
the geographical environments and the theory about the interactive functions of the rural
households and their spatial fields. Based on this elaboration, this chapter constructs a
theory about the reciprocity between the rural households and the geographical

environments.

As a theoretical finding of the key project of NSFC, the completion of this book is
the crystal of the group members’ collective wisdom. Besides myself, the other
participants of this project are Associate Professors Qiao Jiajun and Li Erling from
Henan University, Professors Zhou Xiongfei and Gao Genghe, Associate Professors Fan
Xinsheng and Lu Lixin, Lecturer Luo Qing from Henan University of Finance and
Economics, Doctor Li Jun from Yunnan Normal University, Doctor Liu Ting from
Luoyang Teachers College. The framework of the whole book and the outline of each
chapter were proposed by Li Xiaojian. The composing tasks were distributed by Li
Xiaojian according to each member’s academic specialty. The distributions are as
follows: Chapter One was completed by Li Xiaojian and Li Jun; the first section of
Chapter Two by Li Xiaojian and Gao Genghe, the rest by Gao Genghe; the first two
sections of Chapter Three by Qiao Jiajun, the next two sections respectively by Gao
Genghe and Li Erling; Chapter Four by Gao Genghe and Li Xiaojian; Chapter Five by Li
Jun and Li Xiaojian; the first two sections of Chapter Six were completed cooperatively
by Li Xiaojian, Zhou Xiongfei and Qiao Jiajun, the third section by Qiao Jiajun; Chapter
Seven by Li Erling and Li Xiaojian; the first section of Chapter Eight by Zhou Xiongfei,
the second by Fan Xinsheng, the next two sections cooperatively by Liu Ting and Li
Xiaojian; the first and fourth sections of Chapter Nine by Lu Lixin, the second by Fan
Xinsheng and Li Xiaojian, the third by Luo Qing and Li Xiaojian. The draft was mainly
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revised by Li Xiaojian. In the process of research and book writing, the members’
attitudes of being earnest, responsible, faithful and cooperative are moving and
unforgettable. Especially, Qiao Jiajun and Fan Xinsheng put great effort in assisting Li
Xiaojian in editing of the draft.

The micro-perspective and macro-perspective of economic geography are
interconnected. The micro-research is more helpful for grasping the essence of the
phenomena of economic geography so as to explore its internal working mechanisms,
while the macro-research is more suitable to synthetically understand the phenomena of
economic geography so as to discover its overall features. Most probably, the
relationship between these two can be likened to that between “a tree” and “a forest” .
Therefore, the research of economic geography should put “watching a forest afar” and
“scrutinizing a tree closely” on equal weight. The two supplements each other. We can
not just attend to one and lose sight of the other. The reason why I emphasize the
micro-perspective of the Chinese economic geography is only because its research is
comparatively weak in the over-all disciplinary construction of Chinese economic

geography.

The exploration of the basic unit in the economic geographical phenomena is an
arduous task. Our team still has a long way to go before we get to our destination.
Hence, we sincerely hope that many more economic geographers will pay a good deal of
attention to this academic direction and make their great contributions.

The geographical research on the rural households has no precedents to refer to. It
involves numerous disciplines and some of its theories are difficult to construct. In this
regard, it’s indispensable for the book to bear some disadvantages although the project
research members exerted themselves greatly. Therefore, any comments and

suggestions from the readers are highly appreciated.

Li Xiaojian
August, 2009
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