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INTRODUCTION 

History of Hong Kong and History 
of Modern China: Unravelling the 
Relationship 
Lee Pui-tak 

The handover of Hong Kong to Chinese sovereignty in 199 7 marked a  new 
phase in Hong Kong' s history . Politically , th e new Specia l Administrativ e 
Region governmen t wa s se t up , an d th e quas i constitutio n Basi c La w 
decreed that Hong Kong should be ruled under the principle of One Country 
Two Systems . Implici t wa s tha t Chin a shoul d kee p it s hand s of f Hon g 
Kong's autonomou s affairs . Ho w hav e these political change s affecte d th e 
analytical perspectives of historians? Many will say they have not seen many 
changes. To me, a student of modern Chinese history, it is clear we are at a 
crossroads o f colonialism an d nationalism, not knowing very clearly whic h 
direction to take. We cannot cut off the history of Hong Kong from mode m 
China. Th e colonia l histor y o f Hon g Kon g ca n be viewe d a s importan t t o 
the nationalistic histor y o f China , an d likewise , the nationalistic histor y o f 
China ca n b e viewe d a s importan t t o th e colonia l histor y o f Hon g Kong . 
The histories of Hong Kong and modern China have been interwoven sinc e 
Britain began the colonization of Hong Kong during the Opium War (1839— 
1842). 

Hong Kon g wa s a  Britis h colon y fo r mor e tha n 15 0 years . A n 
interesting question is how a small number of the British could successfull y 
rule over the predominant majority o f Chinese in Hong Kong? Apparently , 
Chinese collaboratio n playe d a n importan t role . Hon g Kon g histor y 
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textbooks usually state that Britain used Hong Kong as a stepping-stone to 
the much bigger market in China. However , no historians have taken a close 
look a t how Chines e merchant s i n Hon g Kon g followed th e trai l o f th e 
British. The y ha d mutua l benefit s o n the issu e o f Chin a trade . We ar e 
accustomed to the idea that Hong Kong was a British colony, but actually it 
was a colony for China.1 No t only British and Chinese merchants, but also 
the Chinese government was inclined to maintain the status of Hong Kong 
as a British colony from the birth of the Chinese Republic in 1912, through 
the establishment of the People's Republic in 1949, and even to the 1970s. 

It is interesting to know how the Chinese elites in this colony responded 
to China politically, socially , culturally an d economically. Many o f them 
were traine d i n colonia l Hon g Kon g bu t tappe d b y Chines e regimes a t 
different times . For example, Tang Tingshu worked for L i Hongzhang in 
the Self-Strengthening Movement' s programme on economic affairs i n the 
late Qing period. Wu Tingfang and Wang Chonghui helped the new Chinese 
Republic i n th e 1910 s t o se t u p th e diplomati c system , wherea s F u 
Bingchang an d Che n Jinta o helpe d i n lega l an d financ e systems , 
respectively. Durin g th e Sino-Japanese War and Civi l War, a  number of 
communist organizations like the Yuehua Company, the Eighth Route Army 
Hong Kong Office, and Dade College were set up in Hong Kong to organize 
underground activitie s agains t th e Japanes e a s wel l a s agains t th e 
Guomindang in the colony. Comrades such as Liao Chengzhi, Lian Guan, 
Pan Hannian and Xu Dixin were sent to Hong Kong during that time.2 Hong 
Kong helped ever y politica l party o r regime in China . Even a t present , 
finance and legal talents like Anthony Neoh (Liang Dingbang) continue to 
help Chin a moderniz e it s marke t an d formulat e it s nationa l monetar y 
policy.3 So , history shows that the role of Hong Kong in modernizing China 
has been persistent.4 

This book is divided into two main sections: the history of Hong Kong, 
and the history of Hong Kong with modern China. Each section consists of 
six substantial chapters. 

The first tw o chapters, contributed by David Faure and Bernard Luk, 
deal with the topic of social and religious history, by looking at details of a 
neglected aspec t of Hong Kong' s society . They attempt to give a macro-
view of the characteristics of Hong Kong history: the close connection with 
China (particularly South China) and the unique society of accommodating 
multi-cultures (also religion), by taking a micro perspective. Faure describes 
the formative influences , whic h create d a  pattern o f livin g fo r workin g 
emigrants from Chin a during the period 1880s-1930s . He gives detaile d 
information o n thei r housing , sanitation , employment , an d wages , an d 
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assesses th e contribution mad e by this common people to Hong Kong' s 
development and prosperity. It is noteworthy that the identity and defining 
characteristics of "common people" emerged in the process. Luk provides 
an historical overview of the relationship between religion and Hong Kong 
society, focusing o n Christianity, Buddhism and Daoism during the three 
key periods: the beginnings of the city, the mid-twentieth century, and the 
1970s. Luk highlight s majo r religiou s activitie s i n Hong Kon g history , 
including liturgica l worship , spiritua l guidance , community servic e and 
social action. 

Drawing upo n th e cultura l differences , politica l standpoints,  an d 
different economi c interest s betwee n th e Britis h an d Chines e i n th e 
nineteenth century, Louis Ha and Fung Chi Ming provide full and interesting 
accounts o f th e debat e a t differen t level s o f Sunda y res t an d doubl e 
allegiance of the Chinese elites. Ha's chapte r reviews arguments adduced 
by the opposing factions, agains t the background of Chinese religious and 
cultural difference, and the colonial government's need to balance Christian 
objections agains t loca l realtie s an d th e principa l requirement s o f th e 
growing port-city t o secure its steady development . I t is noteworthy tha t 
Hong Kong had an awareness in the 1870s of the potential competition from 
Shanghai in the shipping and harbour businesses. Fung's chapter describes 
the conflicting allegiances of the Chinese elites in the process of Sino-British 
diplomatic negotiations . He highlights th e crisis , which occurred durin g 
1911-1914 an d describes how the two governors , Lugard an d May, had 
different view s over the issue. 

Two chapter s i n thi s boo k touc h o n on e specifi c region , th e New 
Territories. Chan Kwok-shing's chapter demonstrates how the formation of 
Luen Wo Market was closely related to changes in agricultural land use in 
Hong Kong and to the government's agricultural policy which was made in 
response to the potential unrest in China in the late 1940s. The chapter also 
shows the dynamic process of creating and maintaining elite power on the 
local leve l i n rura l Hong Kong . Elizabeth Johnson' s chapte r provide s a 
thoughtful surve y o f the historical, anthropological , cultura l and religious 
studies of the New Territories' inhabitants , society and institutions, which 
have been conducted since the Second World War. Johnson emphasizes how 
research was naturally shaped by the political and economic development 
of the colony, and her chapter coincidentally complements well the one by 
Chan on Luen Wo Market. 

Based upo n archiva l an d othe r relevan t materials , Gillia n Bickle y 
provides a  detailed account of the biography of Frederick Stewar t (1836-
1889), whose students contributed to the modernization of China during and 
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after hi s term a s headmaster a t Central School . Wong Man-kong discusse s 
the different orientation s an d perspectives o n the study of sinolog y by tw o 
prominent figures, James Legge (1815-1897) an d Ernest John Eitel (1838— 
1908), bot h o f who m conducte d researc h an d develope d career s i n th e 
colony o f Hong Kong . This paper successfull y draw s our attentio n to how 
these tw o sinologists , wh o ha d exceptiona l Chines e languag e skills , 
promoted the missionary caus e and assisted the colonial government . Mos t 
likely, Stewart , Legge , an d Eite l share d th e sam e vie w tha t understandin g 
China i s th e firs t ste p t o helpin g China , a s they pu t effor t int o translatin g 
Chinese classics , compiling dictionaries , and promoting Chines e educatio n 
in Hong Kong . 

In th e twentiet h century , th e relationshi p o f Hon g Kon g wit h Chin a 
entered a new phase as political chaos and social unrest persistently occurred 
in China . Differen t politica l partie s o r regime s i n Chin a compete d t o 
establish thei r networks i n Hong Kong . Diana Lary's chapte r demonstrate s 
that Hon g Kon g wa s a  mos t usefu l refug e fo r China' s souther n warlords , 
an importan t channe l fo r collectin g an d sharin g information , fo r intrigue , 
and fo r th e acquisitio n o f mone y an d arme d supplies . Thes e warlords , a s 
Lary point s out , ".. . ha d ver y littl e t o do wit h Hon g Kong' s ow n history . 
They showed little interest in what was going on there .. . Thei r only interest 
in the place was a stable, comfortable refuge. " Lary shows that Hong Kon g 
had not only played a positive role in the process of China's nation-building , 
but also played a  negative role in bringing local chaos and civil war. Based 
upon differen t source s o f information , Cha n La u Kit-ching' s chapte r 
provides a  concis e an d convenien t summar y o f th e stor y o f Hon g Kon g 
Chinese merchants ' perception s of , an d response s to , th e Chines e 
communist movemen t durin g 1921-1934 . Chan persuasively demonstrate s 
that th e colony' s Chines e merchant s an d populac e dreade d Chines e 
communism, an d mor e importantly , tha t th e anti-communis t sentimen t 
during this period transcended socia l class division. 

Chung Wai-keung discusse s how Hong Kong presented itsel f to China 
and elsewhere in the world in terms of "guohuo" (Chinese national product), 
showing ho w problemati c th e notio n o f bein g "Chinese " coul d b e i n th e 
colony. I n thi s chapter , Chun g describe s th e advers e effect s o n Chines e 
industrialists o f producin g manufacture d good s i n th e Britis h colon y a t a 
time o f intens e nationalis t feelin g amon g China' s peopl e an d government , 
whereby thei r good s wer e no t allowe d fre e entr y int o the Chinese market . 
An ongoing campaign to publicize Hong Kong products as "national goods" 
failed i n Chin a bu t succeede d i n Southeas t Asia . Thi s issu e i s quit e 
meaningful whe n toda y Hon g Kon g industrialist s ar e encourage d b y th e 
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newly launche d "CEPA " programm e (Close r Economi c Partnershi p 
Arrangement) to boost the sale of Hong Kong products in China's domesti c 
market. Catherin e Schen k addresse s th e impac t o f thre e shock s t o th e 
economic relation s betwee n Hon g Kon g an d Chin a durin g th e perio d o f 
1949-1955, namely as trade embargoes, the Guomindang blockade of 1949 -
1950, and the freezing o f Chinese-owned US trade balances in 1950 . Schenk 
argues that the Guomindang nava l blockade and financial control s were the 
important factors affectin g th e relationship between Hong Kong and China, 
balancing attention paid previously to the US / UN embargoes on trade with 
China in the 1950s . In this chapter , Schen k also examines an d assesses th e 
impact o f smugglin g betwee n Hon g Kon g /  Maca u an d China , whic h i s a 
common issue today when the integration of the economies o f Hong Kong , 
Macau, and Guangdong province is considered . 
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