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Economic geography for spatial governance

LIU Weidong
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Abstract: Economic geography is a discipline that studies geographical practices in the real
world and plays an important role in supporting the state's strategic decision- making on
spatial development and helping to understand spatial issues and solutions in contemporary
society. Thus, the discipline's vitality lies with its capability to satisfy the demands of the
state and society. At present, the development of economic geography in China is facing two
critical challenges or opportunities. First, the Communist Party of China, the ruling party, lists
modernization and enhancement of national governance capability as a major target of
deepening reforms in China, which indicates reforms in the country are moving from target-
oriented (i.e., crossing the river by feeling the stones) to institutional building and capability
enhancement. Second, recently the International Council for Science and the International
Social Science Council co-launched a large scientific program, i.e. the Future Earth, which
calls for inter-disciplinary research for managing the Earth's environment and moving towards
sustainable development, and China has established its national committee on Future Earth.
The program emphasizes the connection of research to decision-making of both the state and
society. Against these two opportunities, this paper suggests an economic geography for
spatial governance to lift the discipline's capability to engage with the state and society. Then
the paper gives a general discussion of the political, administrative and cultural basis on
which China's unique governance structure has developed, as well as a general picture of
major tools that the Chinese government has taken for spatial governance, including planning,
land, Hukou, and fiscal and tax systems. This paper argues economic geographers can do a
better job only if they have a better understanding and theorization of China's national
governance structure although they were inclined to do research either at local and global
scales or global-local connections and ignored the national scale in the past.
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