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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

HONG KONG , COLONIA L SOCIET Y 

Hong Kon g was a  China coas t city . I t was b y an d larg e a  Chinese city . I t was a 
metropolis. Bu t above all , i t was a  colony. 

Hong Kon g becam e a  Britis h colon y fro m 1842 . I t outlaste d mos t Britis h 
colonies. Post-Second World War Britai n los t its world powe r statu s and gave u p 
most of it s colonies; i n the pursui t o f a n open doo r int o Europe , i t gave up eve n 
the British Commonwealth. But colonial status lingered on in Hong Kong because, 
as i t wa s sai d i n th e 1960s , Chin a tolerate d it , Britai n sa w n o alternativ e t o 
continuing an d th e Hon g Kon g peopl e wante d it . B y th e 1980s , tha t situatio n 
changed. 

Even at it s mightiest , Britai n ha d n o socia l polic y o n Hon g Kon g as such. I t 
applied Britis h justice and periodicall y enforce d standards that had been tried i n 
Britain, whethe r o r no t the y ha d succeede d i n Britai n o r wer e suite d t o Hon g 
Kong. I t i s har d t o understan d wh y th e Hon g Kon g governmen t woul d hav e 
promoted a  Housin g Societ y togethe r wit h a  Resettlemen t Departmen t i n th e 
1950s unles s on e realize s tha t th e Britis h hom e governmen t sough t t o provid e 
housing i n Britai n throug h th e combine d effort s o f buildin g societie s an d loca l 
councils. I t is also hard to understan d why i n the 1970 s Hon g Kon g should hav e 
adopted a  sudde n spat e o f labou r legislatio n unti l on e see s tha t a  Labou r 
government had come to power i n London and that British Members of Parliamen t 
and the Britis h press in the 1960 s had been painting Hon g Kong as a sweatshop. 
Hong Kon g peopl e di d no t demand housing , socia l welfare , legislation , police , 
not even universal education; but, in post-war Hong Kong, they had been granted 
by act s o f benevolen t government . Onc e granted , however , man y Hon g Kon g 
people delighted in having these provisions. In this way, the benevolent provision s 
of th e Hon g Kon g government , togethe r wit h othe r provision s tha t wer e les s 
benevolent, wove thei r wa y int o Hon g Kon g society. 

A superimpose d governmen t wa s the mar k o f the colonia l status . Bu t ther e 
must have been a  society on which i t was superimposed. 



2 Society 

Society an d th e Real m o f Politic s 

To describe Hong Kong society, one must return to the fundamentals o f the concept. 
The concept 'society ' wa s a  creation o f the Europea n Enlightenment , create d t o 
represent a  movemen t tha t informe d king s that their subject s shoul d suitabl y b e 
governed b y th e law s o f natur e rathe r tha n thei r will . Subsequen t t o th e 
Enlightenment, the concept went through a strange history. Because no government 
was willing to acknowledge tha t it s will ha d bee n impose d i n total ignoranc e of 
the demand s o f nature , government s hav e take n variou s mean s t o ensur e tha t 
nature an d polic y migh t meet . Dictator s argu e that their theories tel l the m wha t 
nature migh t demand; democrats sa y that they would as k the people. The theory 
of benevolen t governmen t t o whic h bot h subscrib e argue s tha t th e tes t o f th e 
theory lie s ultimately i n whether i t works. 

Nature bein g a  silen t partne r t o this relationshi p betwee n government s an d 
their people, whether governments and their policies work can only be discussed 
in relatio n t o end s tha t ar e hel d t o b e worthwhil e i n themselve s an d tha t ar e 
vocalized. Suc h end s as justice, nationhood , equality , liberation , fairplay, libert y 
and no w huma n right s hav e dominate d politica l discours e a t variou s time s i n 
recent history . Wher e societ y i s no t looke d upo n a s a  mer e receipien t o f 
benevolence bu t a n activ e participan t i n th e generatio n o f thes e aims , publi c 
debates concer n themselve s with th e matchin g o f policie s t o aims. However , i n 
Hong Kong , until the 1980s , few fundamental end s of government were ever the 
subject o f publi c debate . Hon g Kong' s commentator s wer e no t idealist s bu t 
pragmatists, and there was neither the arena for nor the interest in a public discourse 
on th e right s and wrong s o f socia l policie s o n fundamenta l principles . After th e 
Cultural Revolutio n i n China , i n whic h Hon g Kong' s vociferou s left-win g lost , 
first it s principles, then it s nerves, no t even communis m provide d a n ideologica l 
threat. Th e ver y fe w champion s o f the need y an d th e powerless , amon g who m 
one must include the indefatigable Mr s Elsie Elliot (now Mrs Tu), made their mark 
in th e 1960 s an d th e earl y 1970s . The y wer e supercede d whe n b y th e 1980 s 
even th e poo r took of f int o economic growth . 

The Hon g Kon g governmen t wa s a  ver y successfu l government . I t wa s 
successful becaus e i t did no t bulldoze it s way i n social policies . I t listened t o the 
voice o f the Hon g Kon g people , bu t i t also selected th e mouthpiece . Si r Murray 
Maclehose (no w Lor d Maclehose ) migh t well hav e congratulated himsel f whe n 
he recruite d 'grassroots ' communal organization s int o the vast advisory networ k 
that the Hong Kong government buil t up i n the 1970s , much o f i t on hi s personal 
initiative. Hi s Secretar y fo r Hom e Affairs , M r Deni s Bray , pu t hi s finge r o n th e 
communal puls e when h e said i n the Legislative Council on 29 November , 1973 : 

But it has only recently become clear that the most important change in society 
is no t it s increasin g wealt h no r it s increasin g expectation s o f Governmen t 
performance bu t it s ne w sens e o f purpose . Th e ne w societ y n o longe r expect s 
everything t o b e done fo r i t by a  paternalisti c government . I t is a societ y o n th e 
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move, prepared to act on socia l issue s with th e same vigour tha t the old refuge e 

society displayed i n the pursui t o f private prosperity . 

But hear the nex t sentence: 

How els e ca n on e explai n th e publi c respons e t o th e tw o campaign s o f socia l 
awakening — Clea n Hon g Kon g and Figh t Violen t Crime? 1 

In the 1970s , Hon g Kon g did no t see any majo r extensio n t o electora l politics. 2 

Government benevolence depended on a choice of policies that the government 
would fin d practica l an d societ y woul d b e will ing to accept . When th e formul a 
worked, a s i t ofte n did , ther e woul d hav e bee n participation . Cleanin g Hon g 
Kong an d fightin g violen t crim e woul d hav e bee n issue s tha t member s o f th e 
public migh t willingly participat e in . 

Nevertheless, th e advisor y networ k o f communa l organization s tha t migh t 
lend the Hong Kon g government administrative suppor t was genuine. The Hon g 
Kong government needed a buffer between itself and the British home government. 
The Hon g Kon g government ha d t o b e abl e t o repor t t o th e hom e governmen t 
that there were law s of nature that even the hom e government should no t upset . 
For this reason , society i n Hon g Kon g was created i n the same fashion a s i t was 
created i n Englightenmen t Europe . 

To see this line of thinking evolve, one returns to 1869. Sir Rutherford Alcock, 
British Minister i n Beijing , had suggested that the Chinese government appoin t a 
consul i n Hon g Kon g an d i t seeme d tha t h e migh t receiv e th e suppor t o f th e 
Foreign Office . Th e Governo r o f Hon g Kong , Si r R.G . MacDonnel l foun d n o 
merit whatsoeve r t o th e proposa l an d decide d ther e wer e disadvantage s t o th e 
interests o f the Chinese peopl e who wer e residen t i n Hon g Kong . He could no t 
put the case more eloquently than a memorial from the inhabitants of Hong Kong 
to the Foreig n Secretary : 

In thi s colon y ther e ar e upward s o f 120,00 0 Chines e residents , al l o f whom ar e 
colonists, subjec t t o ou r laws , th e grea t majorit y o f the m tax-payers , an d a  ver y 
large number o f them landholders , an d entitle d a s such t o Colonial Register s fo r 
vessels (owne d b y them ) flyin g th e Britis h Flag , wh o hav e bee n fo r man y year s 
peaceable, well-conducted citizens , with a  considerable stake in the welfare o f the 
colony, and who , by being promoters an d managers of the larg e emigration t o th e 
United State s an d Australia n colonies , th e principa l exporter s an d traders , 
shareholders in our banks, steam, insurance and other public companies, and eage r 
adventurers in new manufacturing projects , under our rule and are free, a t present , 
from th e extortion s an d squeeze s t o whic h the y woul d indubitabl y b e subjected , 
through their families or relatives living in China, i f a Chinese consul were placed 
here.3 
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This was the firs t occasion , bu t no t the onl y occasion , whe n a s defender o f 
the Chines e i n Hon g Kon g th e Governo r presente d hi s cas e t o th e hom e 
government. 

A Chinese perso n wa s represente d o n Hon g Kong' s governin g machiner y 
only from 1880 , when N g Choy was mad e a  member o f the Legislativ e Counci l 
followed soo n b y the appointment of H o Kai (later Sir Kai Ho Kai) to the Sanitary 
Board.4 The decisions institutionalized th e process whereby Chinese people were 
represented i n Hon g Kon g politics , and fo r tha t reason , becam e a n estat e (or , to 
borrow a  ter m fro m Hon g Kong' s politica l reform s o f th e 1980s , a  'functiona l 
constituency'). The politics of appointment was particularly suited to the workings 
of intereste d estates : the government itsel f an d th e Western commercia l interes t 
were the estates that the Legislative Council bega n with , to which wa s added th e 
Chinese representation. The issue of sanitation control highlighted the other reason 
for bringing i t into existence. After all , as Ho Kai observed when house s had to be 
demolished a s a measure of plague prevention, i t was the Chinese people's house s 
that wer e t o b e demolished. 5 Th e Sanitor y Boar d an d th e Legislativ e Council , 
with th e occasiona l knighthood , create d th e uppe r clas s o f Chines e peopl e i n 
Hong Kon g societ y 

The small Chines e uppe r clas s stood b y the Hon g Kon g government. H o Kai 
supported the advance into the New Territories. When h e defected t o the Chinese 
Revolution i n 1911 , he soo n los t hi s sea t on th e Legislativ e Council. 6 I t went t o 
Mr La u Ch u Pak , wh o hel d steadfastl y t o the governmen t o f Hon g Kon g i n th e 
intricacies of the four-cornered politic s between London , Hong Kong, Guangdong 
province (tha t wa s becomin g increasingl y independen t i n it s action s afte r th e 
1911 Revolution ) an d Beijing . I n th e 192 2 seamen' s strike , th e Hon g Kon g 
government drew on the prestige of Lau Chu Pak, Robert Hotung and R.H. Kotewall 
(who was Eurasian ) to interven e on behal f o f the Hon g Kon g community, an d i n 
the 1925-2 6 genera l strike , i t had the suppor t also of Chow Shou-shan . After th e 
Second World War, Sir Man-kam L o stood u p against widening the electorate.7 In 
1971 over the very sensitive issue of the adoption of Chinese as an official language , 
itself a  rar e outburs t o f nationalis t sentiment s i n Hon g Kong , Si r Kennet h Fun g 
Ping-fan wrote the very mild report that pleased al l parties.8 The rise of the Chinese 
upper class might be traced to the 1870s and it s replacement i n the 1970s . By the 
1970s, the Shanghainese financier, the grassroots representatives, and more recent 
upstarts representin g Wester n o r Chines e interests , foun d thei r hearin g i n th e 
Legislative Council . Th e new-comer s migh t hav e create d anothe r Hon g Kon g 
upper class , bu t time ra n out . 

Mercantile Communit y 

The Hong Kong Chinese upper class was always uncomfortable wit h it s position. 
It was too small to make an impac t on the Chinese community's lifestyle , and to o 
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weak t o sho w itsel f a s Hon g Kong' s communa l leaders . I n th e absenc e o f a n 
upper class , th e merchan t an d th e civi l servan t too k ove r leadershi p o f th e 
community.9 Understandably , th e Hon g Kon g government supporte d trad e an d 
the merchan t stability . 

The Hon g Kon g mercantil e communit y wa s a n anachronis m b y the 1950s . 
To find it s parallel , one ha s to go to the treaty port s on the China coast , non e o f 
which survived the Second World War. The treaty ports were founded to facilitate 
trade. Unlik e Hon g Kong , they were no t colonies , and there the merchant s an d 
rate-payers ha d a stronger say in the running of their own affair s than the foreign 
governments. The treaty por t mercantil e communit y a s such declared n o stakes 
in Chinese politics: the rising tide of nationalism i n China through the 1920s and 
1930s wa s a t odd s wit h it s continuatio n a s a  community . Th e Chin a coas t 
mercantile communitie s survived , therefore , no t b y affiliatin g themselve s wit h 
the nationa l governmen t bu t b y dissociatin g themselve s fro m it . Bu t the y los t 
their battl e wit h Chines e nationalism . I n 1927 , foreigner s wer e drive n ou t o f 
Hankou, by the end of the Second World War, all foreign right s to Shanghai were 
renounced, whil e Chines e merchant s wer e absorbe d mor e an d mor e int o th e 
state's economic orbit . By the 1950s, the Hong Kong mercantile community stoo d 
alone on the China coast, in support of the free market as all of China came under 
economic control . Through ingenuity , hard work, luck and connections, i t created 
the economic miracl e of the 1970s and then 1980s . When i t came to the crunch, 
it compromised. When the Hong Kong government decided that i t had to provid e 
low-cost housing for the poor, on a scale that by the 1990s was to make available 
housing fo r 4 0 percen t o f th e population , Hon g Kon g privat e land-developer s 
acquiesced. I n effec t Hon g Kon g land-developer s divide d th e housin g marke t 
with the Hong Kong government: private business managed the upper end of the 
market while government provided public housin g for the needy, the same needy 
being workers i n commerce and industr y and the housing subsidy makin g up for 
the low wages of the 1950s and 1960s. Civil servants and the merchants manage d 
Hong Kon g with a  strong business sense. 

From earl y days , th e mercantil e communit y develope d a  socia l hierarch y 
whereupon powe r an d privileg e migh t merge . Standing i n Governmen t House , 
one migh t plac e a t th e to p o f th e hierarch y th e establishe d merchan t o r civi l 
servant who ha d 'come out ' from Grea t Britain , and who would 'g o home ' upo n 
retirement. Th e merchant s an d civi l servant s wh o cam e t o Hon g Kon g fo r life -
long residenc e recreate d i n Hon g Kon g respectabl e societ y a s they migh t kno w 
it: S t John's Cathedra l o n Garde n Road , buil t t o loo k lik e th e churc h tha t on e 
might find i n mos t parts of Britain , the clubs and the annual balls , residences o n 
the Pea k (kep t unti l th e Second World War b y la w a s a reservation fo r Western-
style houses). Most did not learn to speak Chinese and an aversion to inter-marriag e 
with Chinese people was common unti l the 1950s. A rung down the social ladde r 
one migh t find the Westernized Chinese . Many wor e Western suits , even befor e 
the Second World War— H o Ka i appears in photographs dressed in the Western 
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suit, bu t Si r Rober t Hotung , whos e feature s betraye d hi s part-Wester n origins , 
was fon d o f appearin g i n Chines e dress . Th e Westernize d Chines e migh t b e 
mercantile o r professional , bu t the les s Westernized Chines e wh o mingle d wit h 
this community woul d hav e bee n mercantile . Those who aspire d t o communit y 
leadership involve d themselve s i n charitabl e institutions . Sinc e 187 0 th e Tun g 
Wah Hospita l director s stoo d a t the top of it s hierarchy . 

To say that Hong Kong was a mercantile community that was not dominated 
by an uppe r class , one acknowledges tha t while the ric h were obviously distinc t 
from th e poor , the mercantil e communit y wa s no t divided sociall y from th e res t 
of the population . Trad e permeate d th e whole o f Hon g Kon g society an d socia l 
fluidity followe d fro m th e rapi d economi c developmen t tha t Hon g Kon g 
experienced. Hon g Kong abounds with stories of the self-made man (and woman) 
with every economic boom , i n real estate at the end o f the nineteenth centur y o r 
the earl y year s o f the twentiet h century , i n industr y i n the 1920 s an d 1930s , i n 
industry agai n i n th e 1950 s an d 1960s , an d i n financ e an d rea l estat e i n th e 
1980s an d 1990s . The ideolog y o f the reall y successful Chines e merchan t i n the 
harsh competitivenes s o f Hon g Kon g wen t beyon d self-help ; ther e wa s als o a 
strong sense of comradeship an d responsibilit y to hi s fellow men . Mr Fung Ping-
shan, himsel f a n exempla r o f thi s tradition , describe d i t a s lipin  (laap-ban  i n 
Cantonese) whic h ma y b e loosel y translate d a s 'establishin g one' s character'. 10 

Mr Fung was a philanthropist, no t only in Hong Kong, which h e made his home, 
but also to his home village and county in China where he was born. The character 
pin i n Mr Fung's term incorporate s a  hidden agend a which ca n b e understood i n 
the ligh t o f th e Confucia n classics : th e Chines e gentlema n subscribe s t o th e 
principle tha t socia l harmon y ca n b e achieve d onl y b y puttin g one' s characte r 
and then one' s househol d i n order, and puttin g them i n order mean s behaving i n 
propriety t o one's socia l station . The importanc e o f this maxim rest s no t i n ho w 
much one i s paid, but in whether one i s paid as an employee. To be the free man , 
one's objectiv e i n lif e i s to b e the fre e agent . Hig h an d lo w i n Hon g Kong , th e 
working ma n woul d hav e wanted t o be the director o f his own company . This is 
not the ideology of the yuppie of the 1980s, but the ideology of traditional Chines e 
entrepreneurship. 

The traditional ideolog y that provided the common languag e of the self-mad e 
Chinese merchan t suc h a s M r Fun g Ping-shan , an d th e Westernis m tha t woul d 
provide the avenue fo r movin g sociall y ahea d i n Hon g Kong , reflecte d full y th e 
ambiguity of twentieth-century Chinese culture. Sir Robert Hotung, writing about 
the achievements of the Chinese people in Hong Kong, emphasizes the 'progres s 
and intellectua l development ' o f the Chinese community rathe r than it s obvious 
financial success . He refers to their making great strides in education, but qualifie s 
it b y sayin g 'fro m a  Wester n standpoint' . H e wa s prou d o f th e educationa l 
achievement o f the Hon g Kon g Chinese, particularl y becaus e some of them ha d 
succeeded 't o such centre s of learning as Oxford an d Cambridg e Universitie s for 
the completion o f the courses of studies first begun i n Hong Kong'. 11 Fai r enough, 
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Sir Rober t was writing fo r a  Western readership , and Mr Fun g Ping-shan di d no t 
speak English and was brought up in the Chinese classical tradition. Nevertheless, 
the Chinese mercantile community fel l precisel y between those two stools when 
they pursued recognition from seats of learning in Britain while maintainin g thei r 
Chinese cultural contact by appealing to tradition. In the new China of the 1920s, 
the classics wer e givin g way t o the vernacular , wher e literar y giant s suc h a s Lu 
Xun mad e wave s tha t wer e t o pas s Hon g Kon g by . Shangha i becam e China' s 
literary haven , som e o f it s merchant s investin g i n an d benefitin g fro m th e 
publications tha t flowed from the new culture. Hong Kong in the 1920s as in the 
post-Second World Wa r decade s unti l th e 1980s , was cultural wasteland . 

Surely, on e migh t say , on e look s t o intellectual s t o mak e culture , no t th e 
mercantile community . Hon g Kon g had it s share of intellectual s bu t Hon g Kon g 
did no t produc e a n intellectua l tradition . Th e impac t tha t Hon g Kon g societ y 
made o n Chines e intellectua l lif e wa s mad e throug h it s publi c media , an d it s 
content wa s heavil y determine d b y th e mercantil e interest . Befor e th e Secon d 
World War , the Cantonese opera was it s habitual entertainment ; afte r the war, i t 
was th e cinema , an d the n television . Whe n on e look s belo w th e surface , on e 
sees within the media elements of a Hong Kong culture, but the Hong Kong way 
of life was lived rathe r than discussed, and when i t was, i t was dominated b y the 
sense that the Hon g Kon g way o f lif e was reall y Chinese , which wa s only partl y 
true. 

China, Traditio n an d Revolutio n 

The Chinese person living in Hong Kong has, since the fall of the Qing dynasty i n 
1911, known two Chinas : cultural China and nationa l China. Cultural China one 
sees in Hong Kon g in the temples and shrines, in the annual festivals , i n speech, 
in manner s an d gestures , an d i n ingraine d habits . Nationa l Chin a on e see s i n 
Hong Kon g a s elements o f unwante d politics , potentia l threat s t o th e colonia l 
regime. The Hon g Kon g government from the 1910 s ha s been comfortable wit h 
cultural China ; i t prefers to kee p nationa l Chin a a t arm's length . 

It i s a  commo n misconceptio n tha t Chines e cultur e ha d stoo d stil l withi n 
Hong Kong' s history . Although i t i s true that the Britis h governmen t had , on th e 
whole, honoure d it s pledge i n 184 2 t o leav e Chinese custom s alone , there ha d 
been time s whe n i t sa w fi t t o interven e an d interven e i t did . I n n o are a di d i t 
intervene mor e than i n the family Fro m the 1870s , the Hon g Kon g governmen t 
had had to b e concerned wit h th e position o f bonded women. They were foun d 
in prostitution, but when they escaped from it , they needed a home to go to. The 
Chinese merchants had founded a  loose organization know n a s Po Leung Kuk to 
give them assistance. In 1890, the question was raised as to what this organization 
was and i n what sor t of form hel p was being made. A committee o f enquiry wa s 
set up , an d i t i s clea r whe n on e read s th e proceedings , tha t th e committe e o f 
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enquiry wa s suspiciou s o f th e P o Leun g Kuk' s intentions . Di d th e committe e 
members o f th e P o Leun g Ku k see k concubine s amon g th e poo r wome n wh o 
were i n it s custody? Why di d th e P o Leung Ku k consent t o these wome n bein g 
taken ou t as concubines a t all; why were their weddings no t given the pomp tha t 
was fitting fo r weddings o f the first wife? 12 

Humanitarian principle s do not always win in Hong Kong, but time, economic 
opportunities an d ideologie s slowl y an d surel y brin g Chinese custom s int o ste p 
with Western trends . Child labou r was brought to an end by the labour legislatio n 
and compulsor y educatio n o f th e 1970s , bu t risin g standard s o f livin g woul d 
have contributed . I n th e cas e o f th e mui-tsai,  bonde d wome n i n domesti c 
positions,13 pressur e ha d bee n exerte d fro m th e Western quarter s i n Hon g Kon g 
as in Britain . By the 1920s , Britai n could no t condone slaver y within it s colonies 
and the practice must be banned, whatever difficultes the Hong Kong government 
might have to face i n banning it , and howeve r impractica l i t was to le t loose th e 
many bonde d wome n domestics , mostl y i n their teens , onto the street s o f Hon g 
Kong. Few issues caused a s much outcr y within Hon g Kon g as the freeing o f the 
mui-tsaif bu t i t wa s passe d int o la w b y th e Legislativ e Counci l i n 1923 . 
Nevertheless, muc h les s public interes t was aroused ove r removin g the right s of 
concubine i n the 1950s . By the 1950s , concubines belonge d t o a way of lif e that 
had passed , and the law was concerned, i n any case, with the awkward questio n 
of the distribution o f inheritanc e for person s who died intestate . The law , i n an y 
case, could no t rule on the keeping of mistresses, which becam e more an issu e as 
Hong Kon g businessmen an d factor y owner s se t up their businesse s i n China a s 
they continued t o maintain thei r abodes, and henc e families, i n Hong Kong . The 
occasional case s of bigamy were brough t to justice, but only i f the second unio n 
was considered an d registere d a s a marriage . 

Not eve n i n th e managemen t o f temple s an d sacrific e therei n di d custom s 
stand still . Unti l recen t years , th e Won g Ta i Si n Templ e an d it s popularit y wa s 
almost wholly a  Hon g Kon g phenomenon. Yet , religious ceremonies conducte d 
at temple s an d shrine s conve y a  sens e o f timelessness : th e deitie s ha d bee n 
sacrificed t o from tim e immemoria l an d might , fo r al l w e know , continu e unt o 
the end of time. In much the same connotation, one might say the Chinese family , 
despite change s t o th e statu s o f women , despit e change s t o th e styl e o f livin g 
created b y closely packe d flat s i n tower block s i n the Hon g Kon g environment , 
did no t giv e u p entirel y th e basi c tenet s tha t allowe d i t to hol d together . Th e 
predictions o f som e socia l scientist s i n th e 1970 s notwithstanding , Hon g Kon g 
people di d no t give u p the values o f the extended family . Sociologis t Le e Ming-
kwan summe d th e attitud e i n hi s stud y fro m th e 198 8 indicator s o f socia l 
development survey : '[People ] expec t sibling s t o perfor m obligations , bu t ar e 
less insistent about supporting their parents. Many believe that sons and daughter s 
should no t b e treate d differently , bu t woul d thin k twic e whe n aske d t o depar t 
from traditiona l sex-roles.' 14 Th e conclusio n doe s no t cal l fo r optimis m fo r th e 
continuation o f traditional values ; it suggests that the values are passing bu t hav e 
far from departed . 
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The sluggish persistence of cultural Chin a i n it s timeless continuity contrast s 
with th e Shockwave s tha t nationa l Chin a generate s a t ever y abrup t turn . Th e 
dates stand out as outstanding events i n Hong Kong' s history : 1912, 1927, 1949 , 
1967, 198 2 and soon 1997 . In both 191 2 and 1949 , when a  revolution heralde d 
a new era i n China, the Hon g Kong government watched with premonition s bu t 
Hong Kong society remained calm.15 The impact of the revolution came a decade 
later. In 1922, the seamen's strike signalled the new nationalism that would hav e 
backed what i t considered a working class in Hong Kong, and in 1925-26 , i t was 
an incident that offended nationalis m rathe r than a  demand on wage or workin g 
conditions tha t sparked the genera l strike . I n 1956 , the rio t that gripped part s o f 
Kowloon an d the Ne w Territorie s bega n as a continuation o f the Guomindang -
Chinese Communist antagonism that was inherent i n the revolution of 1949, and 
it was i n 196 7 tha t i n the extremism o f the Cultura l Revolutio n China' s populis t 
movements spilled into Hong Kong. There was a riot that arose from home-grow n 
social tension; that took place in 1966 but i t was mild i n comparision to the mass 
actions o f 1925-2 6 o r 1967 . Significantl y enough , n o attac k o n th e colonia l 
presence, either i n 1925-2 6 o r i n 1967 , actually demande d it s withdrawal. Th e 
demonstrations of strength were precisely that. The colonial regime was vulnerable 
because th e Chinesenes s o f it s subject s provide d a  bon d tha t woul d resonat e 
with an y nationalis t appeal . Yet, when i t came to the crunch, i t was the Chines e 
government that decided i f Hong Kon g was to b e part of China. And when i t did 
in 1982 , popular sentiment s would rathe r colonialism stay . 

It has often been said that the Hong Kong population o f the 1950s and 1960 s 
was a  population o f refugees . This generation ha d move d int o Hon g Kon g from 
China i n escape from war , politica l persecution , poverty an d famine, and i t ha d 
good reason to be apprehensive of the post-1949 Chinese government. The same 
should no t b e sai d o f th e generatio n tha t gre w u p i n Hon g Kon g an d reache d 
adulthood i n th e 1970 s an d 1980s . Thi s younge r generatio n foun d Chin a a s i t 
emerged fro m th e Cultura l Revolutio n an d a s Den g Xiaoping' s modernizatio n 
policies generate d economi c growt h an d investmen t opportunitie s o n th e 
mainland, especiall y acros s th e Hon g Kon g borde r a t th e Shenzhe n Specia l 
Economic Zone . I t wa s thi s generatio n tha t ha d t o relear n an d rebuil d it s 
relationship wit h Chin a a s a  nation . Th e retur n o f Hon g Kon g t o Chin a spel t 
political uncertaint y bu t the economic opportunities , an d the very hig h salarie s 
that Hong Kong was to pay its administrative and executive elite in the 1980s and 
1990s, were too much to turn down. The solution that was found by a substantial 
portion of this generation was to approach the opportunity with a foreign passpor t 
tucked awa y i n th e belie f tha t i f th e ver y wors t cam e t o th e ver y worst , ther e 
might b e a n opportunit y t o emigrate. 16 Hon g Kon g ha d becom e a  lifestyl e tha t 
was no t easil y reproduce d elsewhere . Som e emigrated, bu t man y mor e wante d 
the opportunit y o f emigratio n onl y a s an insuranc e policy , fo r b y choice , the y 
would rathe r liv e i n Hon g Kong . 
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Immigrant Societ y an d Its Lifestyl e 

To discuss Hon g Kong' s lifestyle , on e can reall y neve r b e far from th e fact tha t 
throughout it s history, Hon g Kon g was an immigran t society . Man y Hon g Kon g 
people were first-generation settlers ; but at various times in its history, such as the 
1980s an d 1990s , man y mor e wer e int o the second generatio n i n Hon g Kong . 
Because of the disruption o f the Japanese occupation , onl y a  minority ha d root s 
that went three or more generations back . 

First-generation settler s remembe r th e experience o f settling dow n i n a new 
and unfamilia r surrounding . A vivid illustratio n o f the opportunities that open up 
with lengt h o f stay ma y be found i n the report of the Hong Kon g government' s 
first Labou r Officer, H.R . Butters, which appeare d i n 1939. Possibly frustrated b y 
the lac k of opportunities to come int o direct persona l contac t with Hon g Kong' s 
workers a s people , i t seem s tha t Butter s wen t int o th e stree t an d interviewe d 
workers whom h e came across . A man who had come to Hong Kon g at age 16 
had after nin e years'stay becom e a joiner at the Taikoo Dockyard. He also rented 
a flat where h e lived with a  wife and a son, and he sub-let two rooms to tenants. 
Another man, 'found buyin g cigarettes from a stall in Hing Lung Street after carrying 
vegetables', ha d staye d i n Hon g Kon g for only a  yea r an d a  half , worke d a s a 
coolie, live d i n a cocklof t whic h h e shared wit h tw o other men , kept hi s wif e 
back in the village and regularly sent her half his income.17 Such vivid descriptions 
of the live s of working me n i n the 1930s ar e rare i n Hong Kon g records . The y 
show tha t the extra resource s tha t th e longer-ter m residen t coul d muste r mad e 
the difference betwee n maintainin g a family i n Hong Kon g and living apart fro m 
the family . 

It goes without saying that wealth and income made a great deal of differenc e 
to lifestyle . Nevertheless , despite the difference i n material comfort , th e sense of 
precarious achievemen t pervade d th e mentality o f the first-generation migrant . 
One see s i t in the lifestyle o f these working men and women a s in the war diary 
of the unknow n shop-owne r wh o in the mids t o f the fighting ove r Hon g Kon g 
Island i n 1941 felt most saddened b y the thought that his life-time savings would, 
in a  litera l sense , g o u p i n flames. 18 Bu t one see s i t also i n the Shanghaines e 
industrialists startin g ou t afresh i n Hon g Kon g i n the 1950s , wh o lik e the self -
made me n who had succeede d before  them , wh o drew upo n fo r suppor t th e 
ideology of self-help and in a very conscious way practised the Hong Kong ethos 
of keepin g clea r of issues that migh t seem political. 19 I t is possible that the roots 
for thi s tendency o f the first-generation settle r to look inward s for the resource s 
that might change his economic and social status were part of traditional Chines e 
culture, as the Chinese imperia l stat e (but not the post-1911 Chines e nation ) had 
long advocated persona l introspectio n an d family contro l a s the cornerstones of 
its social policies . However , the inward-looking characte r o f the first-generatio n 
resident in Hong Kong contrasts sharply with his agility in seeking out opportunities 
outside the family. The much vaunte d Chines e dependence o n the family i n the 
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social science literature is probably no more than a short-hand for the discrepancy 
between the traditional ideolog y which encourage s the family to withdraw fro m 
the state, and the nationalis t ideolog y of the Chinese nation which wants to dra w 
the family in . 

It makes sense, therefore, to speak in terms of a family strategy, in those Hon g 
Kong families that , as anthropologist Jane t Salaf f found ou t i n the 1970s , woul d 
have a  daughter star t early i n he r factory wor k caree r s o that he r incom e migh t 
supplement family resources to support a son through education.20 The description 
agrees with th e findings o f economis t H.A . Turne r i n the same period tha t Hon g 
Kong workers ha d only limite d aspiration s fo r themselves bu t they wanted thei r 
sons to d o ver y muc h better , b y whic h the y mean t tha t the y shoul d qualif y fo r 
professional or managerial jobs.21 It also agrees with the conclusion that sociologis t 
Thomas W.R Wong , arrived a t by re-examinin g the survey findings o f the 1970 s 
and 1980s , tha t whil e Hon g Kon g peopl e believe d i n the opennes s o f an d th e 
opportunities availabl e i n Hon g Kon g society , the y als o fel t pessimisti c an d 
powerless i n relatio n to their work. 22 

No-one would disput e that Hon g Kon g had mad e great materia l progres s i n 
the decade s fro m th e 1930 s t o 1990s . I n n o othe r are a woul d progres s b e a s 
evident as in housing. One needs only compare report s on housing conditions o f 
the poor i n the 1950 s with Osber t Chadwick's repor t i n 1882 to see how a  rapid 
increase i n populatio n withou t adequat e sanitatio n enforcemen t coul d creat e 
slums. The suggestion tha t governmen t shoul d concer n itsel f with th e provisio n 
of housin g fo r th e poo r wa s mad e i n the Housin g Repor t o f 1935 ; i t develope d 
into enforceable policy i n the 1950s in spite of objections from the loca l Chines e 
leadership, an d i t wa s pushe d t o it s extrem e b y a n energeti c governo r i n th e 
1970s.23 The ne t resul t was that 40 percen t o f Hon g Kong' s populatio n b y 198 0 
lived i n some form of public housing . But the aspiration to upward mobility , an d 
the actual opportunities available , meant that the public housin g population wa s 
never reall y cu t of f fro m th e res t o f society . Entr y int o publi c housing , fo r th e 
majority, was entry int o the dream o f upward mobility . 

Given the aspiration an d the mobility, should one speak of the working class 
in Hong Kong? Was the Hong Kong population mor e aptly described as a pool o f 
refugees, coming from varied backgrounds bu t all being caught up in the upwar d 
ladder afforde d b y economic growt h where only the handicappe d an d the age d 
found littl e roo m t o stand ? Surely, this was no t a  society tha t cherished equalit y 
and jus t a s surely , som e outsiders , suc h a s Filipin o domestic s an d Vietnames e 
refugees (rename d 'migrants ' becaus e man y wer e sai d to hav e lef t Vietna m fo r 
economic an d no t politica l reasons) , wer e no t t o advanc e beyon d th e lowes t 
rung.24 

Hong Kong society produces no diplomat, no military general, no internationa l 
civil servant , n o ideolog y an d therefore n o ideologue . That i s as it should b e for 
being a  colony. Successfu l Hon g Kon g people aspir e to b e what the y woul d b e 
best at, the mercantile princes of the twentieth-century internationa l scene. Those 
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Hong Kong people who are not successful are contented with a low-key existence. 
But that is not unique to Hong Kong's history. Being low-key ha s been the style of 
the common ma n (and woman) o f all ages. Shred off it s colonial past , Hong Kon g 
wil l b e a city, where surel y peopl e mi x onl y anonymousl y amon g the crowds . 

The Selectio n o f Document s 

A socia l histor y o f Hon g Kon g ha s to b e an accoun t o f th e commo n peopl e a s 
much a s the elite . But , o f course , th e elit e i s everywher e mor e eviden t i n th e 
historical sources . I  try t o strik e a  balanc e i n thi s compilation , an d i t ha s no t 
always been easy. In bringing to the fore the historica l experience of what I  think 
would hav e bee n the majorit y o f Hon g Kon g people , I  have probabl y no t give n 
enough weight to the minority. Ethnicit y i n Hong Kong will eventuall y hav e to be 
a subjec t o f researc h i n it s ow n right , s o tha t th e experienc e o f th e European , 
Indian, Filipino, Chaozhou, Shanghainese communities ma y be recorded. I have 
also probabl y no t give n enoug h weigh t t o th e changin g condition s o f work , a 
complex subject because the term 'work' itsel f is value-loaded and any discussion 
wil l hav e to bring int o the concept the difference betwee n whether the worker i s 
paid or unpaid, whether work i s conducted legally or illegally, and whether indeed, 
the nature of the work i s such that i t i s 'work'. Subsequen t volumes i n this series 
may be able to remed y some of these shortcomings, bu t they should b e borne i n 
mind b y anyon e wh o searche s i n thi s volum e fo r a  vie w tha t eve n remotel y 
resembles a  complete socia l history . Ultimately , thi s volume represent s the bia s 
of an age: a concern for economic success , social mobility and integration. Rapid 
movement o f populatio n int o an d ou t o f Hon g Kon g keep s aliv e th e imag e o f 
Hong Kon g a s a  success story , bu t on e ha s to b e constantl y reminde d tha t th e 
same image leave s out muc h o f consequence i n the live s of common people . 

In this volume, beyond the luxury o f this 'Introduction' , the compiler trie s to 
keep his own voice to the minimum. The documents selected will b e read if they 
are found engaging . Where h e interrupts the flow o f the sources, usually b y wa y 
of introduction or explanation, his comments are either consigned to the footnotes 
or indicate d by a vertical lin e i n the left-hand margin . No compilation o f sources 
can b e free o f the compiler' s biases ; the compile r o f this volum e wil l b e happ y 
enough if , despit e hi s ow n biases , the voice s o f Hon g Kon g peopl e ar e hear d 
through thi s volume . 

Document VII.d2 below. 
It would, however, be fair to say that government policies in the 1970s fed up to the 
White Paper on District Administration in 1981, although the reforms proposed therein 
took quite a different turn when by 1982 the Sino-British negotiation on Hong Kong's 
future became the driving force in the evolution o f electoral politics . On the White 
Paper, see Volume 1, Document V.c7. 
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3 Correspondenc e Relatin g to the Propose d Appointment o f a  Chinese Consul at Hong 

Kong, 1908 , p. 15 . 
4 Volum e 1 , Document II.b 1 -4, Va3. 
5 Documen t I L d below . 
6 Volum e 1 , Document Va4 . 
7 Volum e 1 , Document Il.d2 . 
8 Documen t VII.b 2 below . 
9 Se e in particula r Volum e 1 , pp. 72-81 . 
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11 Documen t II.c 3 below . 
12 Documen t II.b 1 below . 
13 Documen t IV. d below . 
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