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Introduction

7YPICAL OF MANY visitors to the British colony of Hong
Kong, Frenchman Marc Chadourne found it an intriguing place, un-
like China or anywhere else in Asia. Arriving in the colony’s harbor
in the early 1930s, Chadourne was fascinated by how the colony defied
categorizing: “I already begin to recognize all this. It is China—the
howl of her starving pack, her color of spices, her stinking rags, her
insolence, her voracity . . . But this city, that slowly emerges from the
reeking atmosphere, piling up in a marvelous mirage its amphitheater
of buildings, palaces, bungalows, rising vertically with its hanging gar-
dens, its winding roads, its castles in the air, its double peak silhouetted
against the stormy sky—this is not China. It is an English city. It is
Hong Kong.”' After being driven by taxi through the narrow, shop-
lined streets of Central, the colony’s main commercial district, Cha-
dourne arrived at the Sincere Department Store, the first Chinese-
owned department store in Hong Kong and China. “Is this,” he
wondered, “another crowd, another race? Gone are the gentlemen in
skull-caps and blue robes; gone the house-wives in little white trousers.
Here there is nothing but Young China—Asia, dressed a la Belle Jar-
diniere.”
Orderly streets and roads named after British royalty and colonial
officials, next to busy Chinese markets where many Europeans never
dared to set foot; shops providing every type of traditional Chinese
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medicine, along with colonial hospitals supervised by European phy-
sicians: such incongruities never failed to impress Western visitors.
Mary Turnbull explains how “Hong Kong, ‘Fragrant Harbour’ of the
Chinese, has always exerted a fascination for Westerners as an outpost
of empire, a minute enclave enveloped by the vastness of China, an
exotic entrepot pulsating with life and adventure, yet paradoxically a
speck of normality on the brink of a forbidding continent . . . However
dangerous Hong Kong might be for those who succumbed to its temp-
tations, the colony represented order and safety in contrast to the
troubled hinterland, which most Englishmen at the time regarded as
a benighted continent of cruelty and misery, where corrupt mandarins
meted out barbaric punishments, and heathens drowned girl babies at
birth.”

Local residents, whether Chinese or foreign, could also be transfixed
by this curious meeting of East and West. In 1948 journalist Su Fu-
xiang described Hong Kong as truly a “meeting point of East and
West.” But Su also explained that although Hong Kong was a cultural
meeting point, its rulers remained English, their subjects Chinese. Be-
cause of this unequal balance, a new Hong Kong culture could never
be born. In another article, Su argued that after a century of British
colonialism, Chinese in Hong Kong still could not properly be called
Hong Kong citizens because they did not have the right of represen-
tation. Although some Chinese served on the colonial Legislative
Council, Executive Council, and Sanitary Board, they were appointed
by the governor rather than elected.*

Hong Kong in History

In this book, I address some of Hong Kong’s paradoxes and incon-
gruities by examining Hong Kong as a political and cultural encounter
between a declining Chinese Empire and the ascendant British
Empire. I focus on the relationships between the British colonial elite
and the leaders of the Chinese bourgeoisie. In the century after the
Opium War (1839-1842), upper-class Chinese collaborated with their
British rulers to build a place that these Chinese came to consider
their own. This collaboration resulted not from colonial governance
but from the initiative and endeavor of the rising Chinese bourgeoisie,
whose leaders worked in the spaces opened by colonial inconsistency,
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neglect, and, often, incompetence, and shaped by Hong Kong’s stra-
tegic geographical, political, and cultural position at the edge of the
Chinese and British empires. The relationship between the colonial
government and this Chinese elite was neither domination nor resis-
tance, but confluence of vision as well as at times conflict of interest.
Although the two communities wanted a successful and stable com-
mercial center, the Chinese elite and the British colonialists led largely
separate lives and built parallel clubs and associations. Their economic
and political collaboration thus coexisted with a system of social seg-
regation.

With historians of China preferring to focus on China “proper” and
scholars of British colonialism generally concentrating on Africa and
India, until recently the historiography of Hong Kong was limited
mainly to two approaches. British historiography usually consisted of
hagiographical works stressing the roles of various British governors
and civil servants, practically ignoring the Chinese population. The
other approach, employed mainly by Chinese Marxist scholars, hardly
shed more light on the Chinese community of the colony. It generally
dismissed Chinese merchants, for example, as little more than “run-
ning dogs” of the British imperialists. For these scholars, Hong Kong
had little importance beyond its significance as the spoils of British
imperialism, and as a base for the Western imperialists’ invasion of
China.’

In the past fifteen years, however, scholars have constructed a much
more nuanced history of Hong Kong. Building on the pioneering
work of sociologist Henry Lethbridge and theologian-historian Carl
Smith, Elizabeth Sinn and Chan Wai Kwan have shown how Chinese
merchant elites achieved social and political prestige, protected Chi-
nese interests under foreign rule, and represented the Chinese com-
munity by forming such organizations as the Tung Wah Hospital and
the Po Leung Kuk.S Refuting the common view of Chinese in Hong
Kong as apathetic, willing subjects of the colonial administration,
Jung-fang Tsai has argued that the Chinese working classes maintained
a long tradition of popular animosity toward colonial rule. The work
of K. C. Fok highlights the important contributions of Hong Kong
Chinese to the economic development of modern China. Chan Lau
Kit-ching shows how Hong Kong was affected by the turbulent con-
ditions in early twentieth-century China. The political turmoil of the
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early republican period, argues Stephanie Chung, led Hong Kong
Chinese merchants to invest in Canton politics to protect their busi-
ness interests. Christopher Munn’s recent study exposes the failure of
the early colonial government to transform Hong Kong into the
much-anticipated “Anglo-China” where Chinese and FEuropean
traders would flourish under British liberalism and impartial justice.”

A central concern of these works is how the Chinese of Hong Kong
adapted to colonial rule and how they survived under an alien, often
repressive, colonial regime. While acknowledging the many faults of
colonialism, I argue in the present book that, at least for the leaders
of the Chinese bourgeoisie, colonial Hong Kong was not such a con-
tentious or bewildering place. The making of a Chinese business elite
was inseparably linked with the colonial nature of Hong Kong, and
Chinese participation decisively shaped and set the parameters of
British rule. Both confluence and conflict characterized Hong Kong’s
position at the edge of the Chinese and British empires. This com-
bination offered certain opportunities for Chinese merchants to be-
come an organized, self-conscious business elite. To be sure, some of
these opportunities were also available to merchants in Chinese cities,
such as Canton, Hankou, and Shanghai.® But the colonial govern-
ment’s insistence that Hong Kong’s historical purpose in the British
Empire should be that of a commercial center singled out those Chi-
nese businessmen who impressed the government by helping Hong
Kong achieve and maintain this historical ideal. By the end of the
nineteenth century, the colonial government saw the Chinese busi-
nessmen of the colony not as profit-bound sojourners but as allies in
the struggle for order and stability in Hong Kong, South China, and
the British Empire.

Contrary to conventional wisdom, I approach Hong Kong as its
own cultural-historical place. Although clichés abound of Hong Kong
as a site for cultural interaction between East and West and of its
important role in modern Chinese history, like Taiwan, Hong Kong
has usually been a lens for understanding something else—most com-
monly “traditional,” rural Chinese society as it existed before the com-
munist revolution of 1949. If defined at all, Hong Kong has generally
been delimited by its negative qualities: a sleepy colonial backwater
overshadowed until 1949 by semicolonial Shanghai; a capitalist para-
dise without history or culture, where nothing matters but money; a
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place where the only political values are pragmatism and apathy; and
a haven for sojourners and refugees with only a temporary identity.
Even the legendary “Hong Kong success story” depends on Hong
Kong’s negative qualities: before the British arrived in the late 1830s,
Hong Kong was nothing but a “barren rock”; prior to the communist
revolution of 1949, when entrepreneurs from Shanghai poured into
the colony, Hong Kong was just a colonial entrepot with little industry
of its own—and the best-known appellation of all, “borrowed place,
borrowed time,” is based on the assumption that Hong Kong has no
real time or place of its own.’

Also contrary to conventional wisdom, I argue here that a sense of
Hong Kong identity characterized the local Chinese bourgeoisie well
before 1949, when the colony was separated from Mainland China by
the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. The common
reluctance to acknowledge a Hong Kong identity before 1949 is
closely related to the reluctance to treat Hong Kong as its own place.
Part of the reason is political. As Hong Kong has recently reverted to
Chinese sovereignty, the emphasis now is often on showing the “Chi-
neseness” of Hong Kong. Another reason is that Hong Kong’s pop-
ulation was often so transient. Many of the expatriates and refugees
who came to Hong Kong considered it a temporary stop, regardless
of how long they actually stayed. Thus, observes Ackbar Abbas, Hong
Kong emerges “not so much a place as a space of transit.”® The
common assumption is that a place like Hong Kong where commerce
has been so prominent cannot have much of an identity, overlooking
how part of what held the Hong Kong Chinese bourgeoisie together
as a self-conscious group was its members’ commitment to making
money. Finally, the recent emphasis on the fluidity, borderlessness, and
multiple layers of contemporary Hong Kong identity often detracts
from the historical, localized Hong Kong roots of this identity.

As I demonstrate in this work, as early as the late 1800s the leaders
of the Hong Kong Chinese business community helped make Hong
Kong its own place. The meanings of this place changed over time,
but three themes remained consistent: Hong Kong’s role in China’s
nation building; its position within the British Empire; and the official
colonial version of Hong Kong’s history. These men actively used
Hong Kong’s strategic position to stress their own identity as a special
group of Chinese different from their counterparts in China. Their
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role in China’s nation building demonstrated both their commitment
to China and their own uniqueness. Contrasting Hong Kong’s devel-
opment and progress with that of China enabled them to highlight
this uniqueness. By participating in such activities as contributing to
imperial war funds, organizing ceremonies for visiting British royalty,
and attending imperial trade exhibitions, they helped make Hong
Kong an active member of this global British Empire. Through dating
the “real” history of Hong Kong to its founding as a British colony—
as did the official, colonial version of Hong Kong’s history—they
linked themselves to this history. By stressing the colony’s commercial
growth, they stressed their own role in this process. Hong Kong’s
nature as its own place was thus paradoxically shaped by its role as a
space of movement of goods and people, its relationship with South
China, and its position within the British Empire.

Hong Kong and Colonialism

While many scholars, especially since Hong Kong became a Special
Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of China in 1997,
stress the Chineseness of this former colony, in this book I place Hong
Kong within the framework of both Chinese history and British co-
lonial history. Although Hong Kong has been arguably the most im-
portant place in China for more than 150 years, it has been such an
important place because it was politically not part of China for most
of those years. Sun Yatsen, the leader of the revolution that toppled
the last Chinese dynasty in 1911, was educated in colonial Hong
Kong. The father of modern Chinese law, Ng Choy (better known to
scholars of Chinese history as Wu Tingfang), was raised and educated
in Hong Kong, where he served the colonial government before
moving to China. Hong Kong was the Chinese home of commercial
institutions—department stores, insurance, and modern banking—
that would later help transform cities like Canton and Shanghai. Until
recent decades, most Chinese emigrants went through Hong Kong,
while Chinese who returned to China from North America or South-
east Asia almost always passed through Hong Kong. Similarly, remit-
tances from overseas Chinese were invariably repatriated through
Hong Kong.

Much of the scholarship on Hong Kong furthermore downplays the
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colonial presence. For example, a frequent explanation for the colony’s
remarkable political stability is that Hong Kong realities did not fit
classical patterns of colonialism. One study argues that most theories
of colonialism tend to emphasize the coercive power of the state or
the importance of “segmentation” by race or ethnicity, none of which
applies very well to Hong Kong. Because Britain took Hong Kong
for trade rather than for territorial control, its acquisition cannot be
explained in terms of extracting resources for the metropole. Another
study rightly notes that in Hong Kong the British “had no wish, and
had made no serious attempt, to spread English civilization to their
conquered lands to the extent that they would turn their imperial
subjects into yellow or brown or black Englishmen.”"!

Such explanations understate the role of colonialism in Hong
Kong’s historical development. As Partha Chatterjee notes, “the no-
tion that colonial rule was not really about colonial rule but about
something else was a persistent theme in the rhetoric of colonial rule
itself.”’? It is an exaggeration to say that “Hong Kong has no preco-
lonial past to speak of,” but Ackbar Abbas is right to argue that “the
history of Hong Kong, in terms that are relevant to what it has be-
come today, has effectively been a history of colonialism.” Although
brute force was not used as extensively in Hong Kong as in other
European colonies, coercion and military strength were used to wrest
the island and Kowloon, the peninsula across the harbor, from China.
Hong Kong lacked the resources that would have made territorial gain
worthwhile, but the territory nevertheless acted as a base for market
penetration and extraction in China. While the colonial government
did not enforce separate residential, occupational, and legal status for
Chinese and foreigners as rigidly as other colonial regimes did else-
where, legal discrimination in Hong Kong was both tolerated and
encouraged by a government that prided itself on harmony and “im-
partial British justice.”*?

By minimizing the colonial nature of Hong Kong, these explana-
tions overlook important aspects of the colony’s history and society.
The Hong Kong colonial government’s “positive non-intervention
myth” has been discredited. This government used techniques such as
modern medicine as instruments of disciplinary power. Although the
British did not attempt to convert the Chinese to Christianity as ac-
tively as the Spanish did in the Philippines, both early colonial ad-
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ministrators and missionaries saw their mission as promoting civili-
zation, not just in South China but also in Britain and the empire at
large. Indeed, much of the potency of the idea of empire derived from
its supposed power to rejuvenate both the “backward” colony and the
“advanced” metropole. By the mid-1800s, most Europeans considered
Christianity, civilization, and commerce to be inseparably linked.'*

Rather than downplay Hong Kong’s colonial nature, we need to ask
what role colonialism played in Hong Kong’s history. In his recent
study of the role of class and status in British imperialism, David Can-
nadine assesses the various schools of colonialism and their critics.
Scholars who focus on the metropole are accused of being neocolonial;
those who focus on domination versus independence, however, are
accused of falling into simplistic dichotomies and binary contrasts, and
of stressing coercion and conflict rather than collaboration. The post-
modernists and postcolonialists are accused of writing bad prose,
having a weak grasp of history, and overestimating the power of co-
lonial rule.ts

Cannadine’s summary reflects how criticism of recent trends in co-
lonial studies has become a small industry. Much of this criticism is
leveled against Edward Said’s “Orientalism,” which argues that
Western representations and images of Asia and the Middle East con-
structed a discourse based on “the ontological and epistemological
distinction between the ‘Orient’ ” and a way of “dominating, restruc-
turing, and having authority over the Orient.” Critics contend that
Orientalism was not a coherent system of power. Rather, it was as
much a sign of weakness, fear, and confusion on the part of colonial
rulers. The Orientalist assumption of colonial dominance and he-
gemony ignores the sometimes fragile, ephemeral, and limited nature
of colonial rule.!¢

Revisionists are also critical of the work of the Subaltern Studies
Collective, which focuses mainly on India, particularly on “the failure
of the nation to come to its own.” Although it contests as “elitist” both
colonial and bourgeois-nationalist histories, critics claim that this
school exaggerates the impact of colonialism on colonial societies and
fails to employ any new research materials or provide new theoretical
insights.!” Critics also complain that even subaltern studies no longer
focuses on the subaltern, and that it has shifted from social analysis to
textual analysis and from studies of underprivileged groups to critiques
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of colonial power-knowledge. “By the end of the 1980s,” writes Raj-
narayan Chandavarkar, “Subaltern Studies had begun to leave the sub-
altern out.”’®

Given that the most recent approach to colonialism, postcoloni-
alism, is inspired by both Orientalism and subaltern studies, it too
has been criticized, sometimes even by theorists considered “post-
colonial.” Influenced also by poststructuralist, postmodernist, and psy-
choanalytical theory, postcolonialism emphasizes the importance of
difference, representation, and textuality. Like Orientalism and sub-
altern studies, it frequently assumes that colonialism mattered more
than anything else in colonies, making colonialism the determining
period in a colonial society’s history."” Like subaltern studies, post-
colonialism is based mainly on the case of India, which becomes the
basis for understanding colonialism everywhere else. This “loose use”
of “postcolonial,” Aihwa Ong contends, “has had the bizarre effect
of contributing to a Western tradition of othering the Rest.” Its em-
phasis on binary contrasts, argues Anne McClintock, “re-orients the
globe once more around a single, binary opposition: colonial/post-
colonial.”?

We need more than theoretical criticisms or defenses of Orien-
talism, subaltern studies, and postcolonialism; we need more local his-
tories that both engage and challenge these approaches. In my study
of Hong Kong, I try to avoid grand claims about the “colonial
project,” a construct that often glosses over historical and geographical
differences.’! Rather than making ahistorical generalizations about co-
lonialism, this book looks at one colony over a period of some one
hundred years. By considering both intentions and results, I suggest
that historical narratives of colonialism must be based also on uncer-
tainty. Like Orientalism, postcolonialism has been more successful in
showing colonial intents rather than revealing their effects on colo-
nized peoples.?? From the earliest days, colonialism in Hong Kong
was mired in insecurity: economic and social problems, troubled re-
lations with Chinese authorities in Canton and Beijing, tensions be-
tween the British Foreign Office and the Colonial Office, and tumul-
tuous conditions across the border in South China. In the present
book, I show how the colonial government failed to make Hong Kong
into the great “Emporium of the East” envisioned by British officials.
I explore the fissures in British colonial rule that left room for local
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Chinese elites. The gulf between government and governed, the gov-
ernment’s failure to provide adequate medical facilities for its Chinese
subjects, and its inability to provide a secure business environment all
helped Chinese merchants obtain recognition by providing services to
the local Chinese population and the government. Similarly, orga-
nizing festivities in honor of British royalty and contributing to British
imperial and war funds helped the same merchants gain status from
the colonial government. Colonies were not just about exploitation;
they were also about how people learned to work within the cracks.

This book also acknowledges the many complexities of subalternity,
which in Hong Kong was based on a complicated relationship between
race and class. Whereas Orientalists and postcolonialists see coloni-
alism as grounded in racial difference and “otherness,” David Can-
nadine argues that this emphasis on race has come at the expense of
social structure: at least for the British, empire was predicated fore-
most on class and status. But why must colonialism be based on either
race or class, rather than on both? Assessing some of the problems in
applying subaltern studies to Chinese history, Gail Hershatter ob-
serves how the contrast of dominant versus subaltern overlooks the
“multiple, relational degrees of subalternity”: a person might be dom-
inant at times, subaltern at others, depending on the situation and
context. Like subaltern studies, postcolonialism often simplifies the
relationship between dominant and subaltern.?

Hong Kong was, of course, never comprised solely of Chinese and
Britons. Like the treaty ports that dotted the coast and waterways of
China, and like most every other city in the British Empire, the colony
was multi-ethnic. Apart from the British and the Chinese there were
Eurasians (who decreased in number toward the late 1800s but became
more prominent in business and political life), Indians (especially the
Sikhs and Muslims who served in the police force, and the peripatetic
Parsi traders whose once-powerful commercial and philanthropic
presence would decrease in the early 1900s), Portuguese from old fam-
ilies in the colony of Macau, the Jewish Sassoon and Kadoorie families,
other Europeans, Armenians, and Americans. Each of these groups
interacted with others in ways that defy any rigid categorizing.

The complexities and layers of subalternity can perhaps best be seen
in the Hong Kong Chinese bourgeoisie. Its leaders were subordinate
to the British bourgeoisie, even though the former often had more
money and controlled a larger part of the Hong Kong economy than
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did the latter. Although these Chinese could buy expensive homes on
the Peak, Hong Kong’s exclusive hill district, they were prevented by
law from living in these homes. The Chinese business elites were dom-
inant over the local Chinese community, even though they lost much
of their hegemony in the twentieth century; they saw themselves as
different from—even superior to—Chinese in China. Some in China,
however, considered that the Hong Kong elite were obsessed with
making money and were less than fully Chinese because they live in
a British colony.>* Although Chinese were excluded from the highest
levels of government in Hong Kong (a Chinese was not appointed to
the Executive Council until 1926), and although the Europeans some-
times identified more closely with the colony’s Indian traders, colonial
officials realized that peace and order in the colony always depended
on these “loyal Chinese.” British officials often insisted that the Chi-
nese of Hong Kong were incapable of any meaningful political rep-
resentation but generally considered that such Chinese were somehow
more civilized than many of the empire’s other nonwhite subjects.
Furthermore, these Chinese often saw themselves as members of a
worldwide community of overseas Chinese who were financially and
culturally superior to many other Asians. A 1947 article on the Chi-
nese in Hong Kong showed that a self-perceived racial superiority was
not just the privilege of colonizers. Reminiscent of colonial anthro-
pology, it contrasted the “lazy, less civilized” Malays with the “aston-
ishingly patient and hard-working” Chinese whose “blood and sweat”
had built the vibrant European colonies in Southeast Asia.?’

Despite their admirable intentions of overcoming elite-centered his-
tory, proponents of subaltern studies often believe in the existence of
a more “authentic” native, and that the lower one’s social class or the
greater one’s repression, the greater one’s “authenticity.” This often
leaves out “hybrid” elites, who are seen as less authentic. Scholars of
subaltern studies also assume that resistance is the most important
feature of colonialism. Yet as Frederick Cooper writes, “much of the
resistance literature is written as if the ‘R’ were capitalized.” Resistance
is expanded until “it denies any other kind of life to the people doing
the resisting.”?¢ Proponents of subaltern studies often assume that col-
onized people have a moral duty to resist their oppressors and, because
of this moral obligation, try to resist in various ways. In this book,
however, I suggest that such a moral obligation may or may not exist.

I also show that Chinese in Hong Kong were partly responsible for
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creating the colonial discourse that justified and celebrated British rule
in Hong Kong. Orientalism, subaltern studies, and postcolonialism
often tend to homogenize and essentialize not only colonial rule, but
even the West itself, often producing a form of monolithic “Occiden-
talism” that ignores the ways indigenous peoples helped create Ori-
entalist, colonial discourse.?” The present book reveals how Hong
Kong Chinese contributed to the “Hong Kong legend” of a colony
running smoothly under British free trade and impartial justice. The
strike-boycott of 1925-1926 demonstrates how the Chinese bour-
geoisie stressed the differences between chaotic Canton and orderly
Hong Kong, and between “loyal” permanent residents and the rest of
Hong Kong’s Chinese population. Hong Kong Chinese also helped
construct the official, colonial view of Hong Kong history as begin-
ning with the British occupation.

Colonialism is based on the perverse notion that some races or
nations are naturally suited—indeed, chosen—to rule others. But co-
lonialism itself was a “phenomenon of colossal vagueness.” It meant
different things to different people, in different places, and at different
times. For many Chinese in Hong Kong, colonialism was more of a
liberating force than an oppressive one. Eager to escape the economic
depravity and political turmoil of nineteenth- and twentieth-century
China, most Chinese came to Hong Kong because of its economic
opportunities and political stability, a fact that both colonial officials
and Chinese residents in Hong Kong constantly emphasized. But reas-
sessing the role of colonialism should not be confused with defending
colonialism, European or otherwise, in Asia or elsewhere. As historical
anthropologist Nicholas Thomas writes, the goal of reexamining co-
lonialism is “not to rehabilitate imperial efforts, but to understand how
far and why they were (and are) supported by various classes and in-
terest groups.” When looking at the relationship between the colonial
state and Chinese society, we must take into careful account the
choices and alternatives that the colonial setting offered and China did
not.?

Finally, and perhaps most important, emphasizing binary contrasts
and insurmountable cultural differences ignores the possibility of any
dialogue between East and West. Colonies were not always places of
tension and failed communication. Viewing colonial histories pri-
marily as cultural clashes obscures patterns of collaboration and ac-
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commodation, and it assumes that colonial encounters were always
fraught with overwhelming unfamiliarity, bewilderment, or incompat-
ibility—*“the most complex and traumatic relationships in human his-
tory.” Focusing on the “fatal impact” of colonialism, with its emphasis
on the shortcomings of an uncaring yet intrusive colonial state often
overshadows gaps between intentions and results, and between pro-
jection and performance. As Thomas puts it, “the dynamics of colo-
nialism cannot be understood if it is assumed that some unitary rep-
resentation is extended from the metropole and cast across passive
spaces, unmediated by perceptions or encounters.”?

Colonialism in Hong Kong was based as much on similarities and
affinities as on “otherness” and difference. Despite the distance be-
tween the Chinese and European communities, their leaders quickly
learned how to cooperate on issues of mutual concern. In February
1848, for example, more than twenty Chinese merchants joined a
group of European traders in a protest against ground rents.*° Chinese
merchants, British merchants, and colonial officials were all interested
in the expansion of capitalism in Hong Kong and China. All agreed
that the cure for an ailing China in the late nineteenth century was
commerce and political liberalism. All were concerned about order and
stability, not just in Hong Kong, but also in China (especially in South
China during the turbulent republican era after the 1911 revolution).
Although exclusive social clubs and associations kept Chinese and
British in Hong Kong apart, they were nevertheless a mutually un-
derstandable form of social status.

The Hong Kong Chinese Bourgeoisie

The term “bourgeoisie” is used loosely in this book. Like the Shanghai
bourgeoisie studied by Marie-Claire Bergere in her now-classic book
on the Golden Age of the Chinese bourgeoisie, the term here refers
to “an urban elite connected with modern business.”! It includes en-
trepreneurs, compradors, bankers, industrialists, and professionals
such as lawyers and physicians—all members of the new business class
emerging from the colony’s commercial growth and from Chinese and
international trade in the late nineteenth century. “Bourgeoisie” de-
notes both a process and a fluid category with no legal boundaries.
Being a member of the bourgeoisie was as much a matter of self-
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consciousness and self-perceptions, social institutions, and participa-
tion in the public sector as it was of economic status. Thus this book
focuses less on the business networks of the bourgeoisie than on the
multifaceted process of “embourgeoisement”: the creation of an up-
standing civic status in the colonial setting; a commitment to the so-
cial, cultural, and economic development of the colony, especially
through the establishment of voluntary associations; and an obligation
to maintaining peace and order in Hong Kong.

The Hong Kong Chinese bourgeoisie shared a common bourgeois
culture and identity. Like the bourgeoisie in Europe, the bourgeoisie
of Hong Kong constituted a “social stratum bound by common values,
a shared culture, and a degree of prosperity based on property and
earned income.”?? The leaders of the Hong Kong bourgeoisie claimed
to represent the interests of their colony. They were conscious, indeed
proud, of their contributions to economic development in Hong Kong
and China. They were careful about the people with whom they as-
sociated, how they conducted their professional and social lives, and
how they presented themselves to the rest of society. As elsewhere,
the bourgeoisie was united by a strong sense of itself in regard to other
classes. In Hong Kong, this bourgeoisie identified itself against a wide
array of “others,” including the Chinese bourgeoisie in China, the
local European bourgeoisie, and the Chinese lower classes of the
colony.

As Hong Kong has recently returned to Chinese sovereignty, this
study has both historical and contemporary implications. Apart from
deepening our understanding of a crucial period in Hong Kong, Chi-
nese, and British colonial history, it challenges standard assumptions
about Chinese nationalism and so-called Chineseness, both inextri-
cably linked with the colonial nature of this Chinese city outside of
China “proper.” It also questions the common assumption that na-
tionalism inevitably pits colonized peoples against their colonizers. In-
deed, rather than driving the Chinese bourgeoisie and the colonial
government apart, the idea of a powerful, modern China united them.
The leaders of both the Chinese bourgeoisie and the government be-
lieved that what was good for China was good for Hong Kong (though
in the 1920s they were at odds with what leading political forces just
across the border thought was good for China). This book may also
help explain why the relationship between state and society was so
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much better in colonial Hong Kong than in the Republic of China
(both on the Mainland before 1949 and then on Taiwan), not to men-
tion in the People’s Republic of China.

The title of the book, Edge of Empires, takes into account both the
similarities and the differences between the Chinese and British em-
pires. Although historians have generally been reluctant to acknowl-
edge China as a colonial power, several recent studies have exposed
the remarkable parallels between China during the Qing Dynasty
(1644-1911) and the early modern European empires. Laura Hostetler
shows that, like imperial France and Russia, the early Qing state used
cartography and ethnographic representation for empire building,
while its settlers colonized parts of the empire by displacing indige-
nous peoples.’* James Millward argues that even though China suf-
fered from European imperialism in the nineteenth century, the Qing
was also an expansionist empire that helped establish the boundaries
of present-day China.** And James Hevia reveals some of the similar-
ities between the imperial discourses of the Qing Empire and the
British Empire.’* The gap between the Qing and European empires,
argues Hevia, lay not in the “methods of organizing and ruling em-
pires,” but in differences in “military and commercials technologies.”*
In the end, however, it was precisely because China and Britain were
not the same types of empire that Hong Kong became the place that
it did: when the British arrived on the scene in the late 1700s as part
of an expanding empire, the Qing Empire was already in decline.
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ON 8 DecemBEiEr 1941, Hong Kong time, Japanese
bombers attacked Hong Kong, Malaya, Pearl Harbor, and the Phil-
ippines. As Japanese troops moved south across the New Territories
and into Kowloon, propaganda leaflets called on Chinese and Indians
in the colony to rise up and drive out their British overlords. With
their outdated and insufficient artillery and ammunition, poor plan-
ning, and persistently weak intelligence, the British defenses crumbled
quickly. On Christmas Day, one week after the Japanese launched a
three-pronged attack on Hong Kong Island, Governor Mark Young,
in the colony only since September, surrendered unconditionally to
Japanese commander Lieutenant General Sakai Takashi. By February
1942, after the fall of Singapore (declared a holiday in Hong Kong
and commemorated with lion dances, processions, and extra rations of
rice), the sun had set on Britain’s empire in East Asia.!

Thus began the three-and-a-half-year history of “The Captured
Territory of Hong Kong,” which although touted as part of Japan’s
“Great East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” was little more than Japanese
colonialism. As elsewhere in their new empire, the Japanese in Hong
Kong quickly showed that they could be far more brutal than the
British had ever been. Systematic rape, mutilation, and executions,
compounded by starvation and efforts to repatriate refugees who had
come from China in the years leading up to war, reduced the popu-
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lation from over 1.5 million to about 500,000. Free to do as it pleased,
the Kempeitai, the notorious military police, created an “empire un-
matched by the Kempeitai branches in any other Japanese-occupied
zone.”

The new rulers also tried to de-Anglicize Hong Kong as quickly as
possible. Statues of British royalty and colonial officials were removed,
while street and place names were replaced with Japanese names; even
the racehorses at Happy Valley received Japanese names. The Gre-
gorian calendar was replaced by the Japanese calendar based on the
contemporary emperor’s reign. The Japanese also introduced their
own holidays, including the Yasukuni Festival for Japanese war dead,
Empire Day, and the emperor’s birthday—though they let the Chinese
celebrate the Double Tenth holiday, commemorating the republican
revolution of 1911, to show they were anti-British but not anti-
Chinese.

As the Japanese consolidated their rule, they recruited many of the
same local leaders who had worked with the British. Two councils
consisting of leading Chinese and Eurasian businessmen were estab-
lished for disseminating policy and managing the Chinese population.
On the Chinese Representative Council were Robert Kotewall, the
chair; Lau Tit-shing, manager of the Communications Bank and
chairman of the Chinese Bankers’ Association; Li Tse-fong, manager
of the Bank of East Asia and former unofficial member of the Legis-
lative Council; and Chan Lim-pak, who had once been comprador to
the Hong Kong Shanghai Bank in Canton. The Chinese Cooperative
Council, whose 22 members were selected by the Chinese Represen-
tative Council from the leading professionals, was chaired by Chow
Shouson; other members included Lo Man Kam and Ip Lan Chuen.

Why did these Chinese and Eurasians collaborate with the Japa-
nese? Were they happy to be rid of their British overlords and to be
working with fellow Asians? On 10 January 1942, Lieutenant General
Sakai invited some 130 of the leading Chinese and Eurasians to lunch
at the Peninsula Hotel; Robert Kotewall (now referred to by his Chi-
nese name) and Chow Shouson were the main guests of honor. After
thanking the Japanese for not “harming the people of Hong Kong or
destroying the city”—and declaring that because the goal of the Jap-
anese was to “release the races of East Asia,” he and other leaders
would cooperate with them—Kotewall wished the emperor “banzai”;
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Chow agreed “heartily.” Kotewall, Chow, and Li Tse-fong all ex-
pressed hope that China and Japan would soon end their war, which
to Kotewall was “more like a family quarrel between two brothers due
to a momentary loss of temper.”

Impressed by Japan’s rhetoric of “Asia for Asians,” some Chinese
were more enthusiastic than others about working with the Japanese.
Lau Tit-shing was president of the Chinese-Japanese Returned-
Students Association and, according to Henry Lethbridge, “very pro-
Japanese” having been “thoroughly brainwashed by his early education
in Japan.”* When Lau died in April 1945 he was honored by the
Japanese governor. Chan Lim-pak had been arrested by the British
during the Japanese invasion on charges of aiding the enemy. He was
killed in 1944 by an American bomber while en route to Japan. Others
perhaps had their own grudges against the British: Ho Kam Tong, the
affable comprador and philanthropist who now became the first Chi-
nese chairman of the Jockey Club, was said to have sworn that because
he had been unable to serve on the committee under the British he
would ensure that no Briton was ever admitted to the club.

Although life under the Japanese could be excruciatingly harsh, we
should beware of portraying the occupation as little more than a tragic
farce rather than considering what it offered to Chinese collaborators.
Philip Snow argues that the Japanese brought more Chinese into the
“central administration of the colony than the British had ever done.”
The practice of delegating tasks gave Chinese a larger role than under
the British, while the Japanese also created a network of district
bureaus—another step the British had never taken. Unlike the British,
the Japanese went to great lengths to publicize and explain their pol-
icies to the Chinese. The Japanese also made some positive changes
in public health, education, and agriculture. With “something close to
a mania” for preserving public health, they kept outbreaks of smallpox
and cholera minor compared with the prewar years.®

But most Chinese and Eurasian leaders probably collaborated with
the Japanese in the same way the majority of Hong Kong’s population
did: “with reluctance and misgiving, and as a matter of physical sur-
vival.”” No one knew how the war would turn out, especially with the
Japanese successes in China and their spectacular early victories in
Southeast Asia. Fear and pragmatism were no doubt strong reasons
for collaborating, as were preserving one’s own class interests. Many
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people collaborated with the Japanese to help the local community.
Several colonial officials, including former acting governor R. A. C.
North, later testified that they had asked Chow and Kotewall to co-
operate with the Japanese to protect the interests of the Chinese com-
munity.® Finally, some Britons also worked with the Japanese—for
example, high-level bankers, who could have refused and been in-
terned along with their compatriots in Stanley, on the south side of
Hong Kong Island; instead, they chose to collaborate to ensure some
level of financial stability. P. S. Selwyn-Clarke, the former director of
medical services, collaborated with the Japanese for the sake of the
Chinese community and the interned Europeans and prisoners of war.
That there was so little Chinese resentment toward the two Chinese
councils during or after the occupation suggests that most Chinese
understood that the Chinese and Eurasian leaders had to cooperate.

Nor did the Chinese and Eurasian leaders, with the exception of
Chan Lim-pak and Lau Tit-shing, ever collaborate as actively with the
Japanese as they had with the British. By mid-1943 many in Hong
Kong realized that the war was no longer in Japan’s favor. By then “it
was clear that in many ways Japanese colonialism was far more des-
potic, bureaucratic and corrupt, and less rational and efficient than the
British variety.” On Christmas day 1943, Kotewall gave the radio
broadcast in honor of the second anniversary of the Japanese occu-
pation. Although he praised the progress under the governorship of
General Isogai Rensuke, Kotewall showed nothing of the enthusiasm
that he had for the 1941 centenary. Instead, he compared 1942 to the
first weeks of chaos after the invasion, rather than to the years of
British rule.’ By 1944 the local leaders began to avoid their duties on
the two Chinese councils, while Kotewall and Li Tse-fong withdrew
from public life for health reasons.

As British officials began to plan in late 1943 for recovering Hong
Kong after the war, the problem arose of what to do with the old
business and professional elite. The British needed a local support
base, but some interned Europeans had criticized Kotewall and Chow
for being too compliant with the Japanese. Where were Chinese
helpers to be found if not among the old guard? Furthermore, there
was the problem of convincing the local Chinese population that
Britain, rather than Nationalist China, deserved to rule Hong Kong
after the war. The British “needed Hong Kong Chinese, Chinese loyal
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to the concept of a separate status for Hong Kong, even if some among
this group had worked seemingly for the establishment of a Japanese
‘New Order’ in Hong Kong.”'" By working with the Japanese instead
of fleeing to “Free China,” these “loyal Chinese” had “proved that
their loyalty was, in the last resort, to Hong Kong exclusively. For the
sake of Hong Kong they would strike an accommodation with who-
ever happened to rule it. They were thus, paradoxically, the segment
of society on whom the returning British could now best rely in the
face of the intensified threat from the mainland.”'? This rationale ex-
plains both why the British, who could not to afford to lose the people
they had depended on for so long, decided to keep the old leaders,
and why these leaders worked so hard to restore British rule. The
Colonial Office eventually decided that Chow and Kotewall had been
acting in the colony’s best interest. Shortly after Japan surrendered to
the United States in August 1945, Kotewall and Chow began to work
with the Japanese, who now encouraged the local elite’s pro-British
attitude, for a smooth transition back to the British.

Thus when on 30 August 1945 British ships under Rear Admiral
Cecil Harcourt entered the harbor to accept the Japanese surrender,
the British again relied on their “loyal Chinese.” But the situation was
not as neat as it had been after the strike-boycott of 1925-1926, when
the British lavished honors on their Chinese and Eurasian helpers. In
October 1945, Kotewall was asked to withdraw from public life until
his wartime record could be fully cleared. When the colonial civil
government was restored the following May, Kotewall had to resign
his seat on the Executive Council. Kotewall was never allowed to re-
turn to public life, Chow never completely returned, and Li Tse-fong
did not win reappointment to the Legislative Council. But Lo Man
Kam, the loudest critic of the colonial regime before the war, was able
to return to public life because the British believed he had worked
with the Japanese only with great reluctance. Lo was later appointed
to the Legislative and Executive councils. Chau Tsun-nin, who had
avoided collaborating by taking refuge in neutral Macau, was also ap-
pointed to the Legislative and Executive councils. Chau was later made
Commander of the British Empire, while Lo was knighted for helping
to rebuild Hong Kong.
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Hong Kong, Colonialism, and Collaboration

What can Hong Kong’s experience teach us about colonialism? Jiirgen
Osterhammel has noted that from 1500 to 1920 most of the world
was, at least at some point, a colony of Europe. But this remarkable
phenomenon must not, cautions Osterhammel, obscure the fact that
colonial reality was “multifaceted and often failed to conform to ar-
rogant imperial strategies. It was shaped by particular local features
overseas, and by broader tendencies in the international system.”!?
Osterhammel notes that not “every domination by foreigners has
been perceived by its subjects as illegitimate foreign domination.”™*
"This observation fits the case of Hong Kong. Although British military
might was used to secure the island from China, colonial expansion
in Hong Kong was made possible with Chinese cooperation
throughout the early history of the colony. Many of the prominent
Chinese businessmen in early Hong Kong came from a long tradition
of cooperating with foreigners. Loo Aqui and Kwok Acheong had
helped the British during the Opium War, while contractors such as
Tam Achoy who were instrumental in the building of the infant colony
had worked with the British in other colonies. For Ho Kai, British
domination had made Hong Kong into a vibrant commercial center.
During the strike-boycott of 1925-1926, both the colonial govern-
ment and the Chinese bourgeoisie saw the strike as an illegitimate
attack by authorities in Canton. And in the 1941 centenary of Hong
Kong as a British colony, local Chinese supported the official, colonial
history of Hong Kong that began with Britain’s occupation.
Osterhammel wisely cautions that it is “problematic to interpret
‘collaboration’ and ‘resistance’ as positions that can be assessed on prin-
ciple, or even morally. Conduct in a given set of circumstances arose
from the type of contact situation and the way it was interpreted.”
Collaboration is thus an “unfortunate choice of term that inevitably
recalls the treacherous cooperation of individuals and small cliques
with a military occupation regime hated by the remainder of the sub-
jugated population during World War II, causing untold damage to
their compatriots.”” Osterhammel’s analysis is particularly appropriate
for the case of Hong Kong. Collaboration between Chinese and the
colonial government occurred from the earliest days of the colony.
Indeed, all Chinese who came to British Hong Kong were collabo-
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rators of a sort, not the least because, apart from the small population
on the island before the British occupation, most of these Chinese
subjects were self-selected, having come to the island willingly. Such
was the case with Loo Aqui, Kwok Acheong, and Tam Achoy. Later,
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Ho Kai genuinely felt that
Hong Kong, because of its Britishness, had an important role to play
in the development of a new, strong China. When Chow Shouson,
Robert Kotewall, and other leaders of the Chinese bourgeoisie collab-
orated with the colonial government during the 1925-1926 strike, they
were acting not simply out of economic interest but out of a need to
preserve their Hong Kong in a turbulent era.

Nor did collaboration with the British in Hong Kong necessarily
come at the expense of the local Chinese population or at the expense
of China. Connections to the colonial government and to European
commerce enabled Chinese merchants to amass large fortunes, which
enabled them to establish charitable and philanthropic organizations.
Although they served to preserve elite status, these organizations of-
fered invaluable services to Chinese of lesser means. They also pro-
vided equally important services to China: funds for famine relief, the
construction of hospitals, and informal diplomatic functions for the
Qing government. Indeed, when the Qing government began to
change its official image of overseas Chinese from that of “Chinese
traitors” to “overseas Chinese,” it did so not simply because it needed
their help but because they had shown their commitment to helping
China.

Not all the characteristics of Osterhammel’s redefinition of coloni-
alism, however, apply very well to the case of Hong Kong. Coloni-
alism, according to Osterhammel, is “not just any relationship between
masters and servants, but one in which an entire society is robbed of
its historical line of development, externally manipulated and trans-
formed according to the needs and interests of the colonial rulers.”'¢
Far from robbing Hong Kong of its historical line of development,
colonialism gave Hong Kong a new historical line of development—
but only with help from events in China and across the globe. Al-
though colonialism in Hong Kong was built on cooperation, this was
not sufficient to develop the island into anything more than a minor
port and colonial outpost, and to create a group of small merchants,
landowners, and compradors. The colonial government could not con-
trol piracy in the waters surrounding the colony, and it did little to
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control crime within Hong Kong itself. Nor was the government able
to assure Chinese merchants that it was committed to keeping the
island. It required the combination of Western capitalism and impe-
rialism and Chinese domestic turmoil to attract enough men like Li
Sing and his brothers, their wealth, and their business connections to
make Hong Kong a great commercial center. These events saw the
meeting of two world systems that were related but distinct, changing
the island’s basic reason for being and allowing the realization of this
new historical line of development.

How did the leaders of the Chinese business community view their
own position in colonial Hong Kong? In Black Skin, White Masks and
The Wretched of the Earth, two works that once galvanized anticolonial
sentiment across the globe, Frantz Fanon argued that colonialism dis-
located and distorted the psyche of colonized peoples by reducing the
non-white subject to nothingness.'” But as Frederick Cooper has ar-
gued, Fanon was “denying colonized people any history but that of
oppression, any ambiguity to the ways they might confront and ap-
propriate the intrusions of colonizers.”'® Like Fanon, Osterhammel
argues that a “feeling of inadequacy inheres in the basic mental out-
look of every colonized people.”” If this is true, then the Chinese
bourgeoisie of Hong Kong did a remarkable job of either disguising
or overcoming this feeling of inadequacy. Loo Aqui and Tam Achoy
wasted no time in adapting to their new home. When Li Sing sent
money for relief projects in China, was he doing so out of guilt for
having left China for a British colony? Ho Kai was proud of being
part of Hong Kong, and he was not afraid to express this pride. In
Ho’s own era, the founders of the Chinese Club and the Chinese
Recreation Club did not simply accept their exclusion from the social
world of the European bourgeoisie. They created a new, equally ex-
clusive social world in which they were the undisputed masters. Nor
did they try to overcompensate by trying to become more British than
the British. Instead, they created a social world that was neither fully
British nor Chinese, but Hong Kong Chinese. When the leaders of
the Chinese bourgeoisie helped preserve order during the strike of
1925-1926, they showed no tolerance for the radical developments in
China and urged the colonial government to take a tough stance
against the strike. These do not seem like the actions of men suffering
from feelings of inadequacy.

Was Hong Kong sui generis, a cultural, economic, and political
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anomaly? Although recent work on colonialism has opened up new
horizons, it has led to generalized pronouncements about “the colonial
project” and “the colonial encounter.” But as Nicholas Thomas re-
minds us, “colonialism can only be traced through its plural and par-
ticularized expressions.”?® If Hong Kong was unique, its uniqueness
lay not in the reasons the Hong Kong government traditionally en-
joyed citing: British impartial justice, humane government, and free
trade coupled with Chinese entrepreneurship. Rather, it lay more in
Hong Kong’s geographic position. A very small tail on a very large
Chinese elephant, Hong Kong provided Chinese merchants a vantage
point from which they could compare and contrast conditions there
with those on the mainland.

Hong Kong and Chinese Outside of China

The prevailing view of Hong Kong’s position in modern Chinese his-
tory stresses Hong Kong’s contributions to nation building: the grad-
uates of local schools who served in the Chinese Civil Service and the
Imperial Chinese Maritime Customs during the Qing and in the var-
ious governments of the republican era; the part played by the colony
in the 1911 revolution; its role as a haven for Chinese refugees; its
philanthropic and relief works; and the commercial and industrial ac-
tivities by Hong Kong entrepreneurs in South China.?! These themes
were strongly accentuated especially in Mainland Chinese scholarship
during the decade leading up to Hong Kong’s transfer to Chinese rule
in 1997, one of many strategic moves designed to wean local Chinese
away from Britain and back to the “motherland.”?? But this emphasis
on contributions oversimplifies the picture. It overlooks how Hong
Kong Chinese residents could use their role in modern Chinese his-
tory to emphasize their own distinctiveness. Similarly, scholarship on
Chinese outside China overwhelmingly emphasizes the selfless patri-
otism of Chinese emigrants and their commitment to China’s nation
building. But the ability of these overseas Chinese to send remittances,
provide relief funds, and open village schools and hospitals depended
on their being outside China.

Finally, rather than focus on the “Chineseness” of Chinese society
outside China, we might consider some of the similarities to non-
Chinese colonial or settler societies.?> The Chinese business commu-
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nity in Hong Kong greatly resembled the British business community
in colonial Hong Kong, as well as that of the British “Shanghailan-
ders” in semicolonial Shanghai.?* Both British and Chinese were ded-
icated to opening markets in China, to the point where Hong Kong
Chinese were in a sense both colonized and colonizers. Both benefited
from their connections in the British Empire and both were dependent
on the power wielded by that empire. Members of both societies saw
themselves as either long-term or permanent residents, rather than as
expatriates or sojourners. Yet they continued to send money home to
support philanthropic causes and, when necessary, to assist the na-
tional war effort. Both British and Chinese could have a number of
identities: British or Chinese, imperial or national, and local. Both
communities based their local identities on self-images of industri-
ousness, entrepreneurship, and public spirit. As the commemoration
of the 1941 centenary shows, both saw themselves as having trans-
formed their Hong Kong from a barren rock into a thriving metrop-
olis.

Hong Kong and Chinese History

What can Hong Kong’s experience teach us about Chinese history?
Chinese business elites in Hong Kong played an active role in civic
affairs—no doubt for their own purposes but nonetheless affecting the
nature of the colony profoundly. Was this possible only under British
auspices, and only through the participation of Chinese business elites?
Or were these Chinese conditioned to collaboration by the nature of
the Chinese political economy? In many ways, the secret to Hong
Kong’s success was China’s failure: its inability to provide a secure
business environment in the late nineteenth century, its failure to con-
trol factionalism and regionalism in the early twentieth century, and
its unwillingness to grant merchants any more political power than
they might achieve in European colonies. This made collaboration
with the British an attractive option.

Yet Hong Kong was perhaps the most important place in China for
more than 150 years, precisely because it was politically not part of
China. And although Hong Kong was not part of China “proper,”
there were many cities like Hong Kong all along the Chinese coast:
Canton and Shanghai, for example—treaty ports opened to foreign
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trade at gunpoint, both figuratively and literally. Although these “in-
formal colonies,” as they have often been called, were opened at gun-
point, Chinese moved there in large numbers, not despite but because
of this foreign domination. These treaty ports led to new, multiple,
and often overlapping, communities, identities, and loyalties that have
only recently begun to be studied.” The case of Hong Kong also
suggests that we need to consider the types and shades of Chinese
nationalism. Recent works have tended to focus on how and by whom
Chinese nationalism was created, but we also need to look at how
ideas of nationalism may have differed—among different classes, in
different locations, and at different times.

Colonialism in Hong Kong: Past and Present

What does a new understanding of colonialism tell us about Hong
Kong today, as its people enter a critical new phase in their history?
No one knows for sure how Hong Kong will fare under its new rulers,
but we might consider what Hong Kong’s past has to say about its
future. Although Hong Kong has returned to China, it has not been
de-colonized. Rather, it has been re-colonized, with the metropole
simply shifting from London to Beijing.¢ The new cadres coming
down from Beijing are reminiscent of the early British administrators
in the 1800s, with their own language, their own clubs, and their own
condescending attitudes toward their new subjects. But Hong Kong
also finds itself both colonial and colonized, once again complicating
the notion of subaltern: although the former colony is politically sub-
ordinate, it is economically and politically more advanced than Main-
land China.

The impending transfer to Chinese rule added urgency to some of
the issues we have seen. In June 1989, for example, hundreds of
thousands of Chinese in Hong Kong took to the streets to protest the
massacre at Tiananmen Square. Many observers saw this as the birth
of a new Hong Kong identity. Lynn White and Li Cheng rightly argue
that the Tiananmen tragedy forced many Hong Kong Chinese “con-
sciously to reevaluate their identities and their options for the fu-
ture.””” But Tiananmen and its aftermath simply highlighted the com-
plex relationships between Chinese nationalism and Hong Kong
identity. When Hong Kong Chinese protested the killings at Tian-
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anmen, they did so as Chinese nationalists and as Hong Kong Chinese.
Tiananmen alienated many Hong Kong Chinese from the Chinese
Communist Party, but it also “intensified their Chinese patriotism.”?®
As White and Li put it, “Hong Kong people became more fully Chi-
nese in that year, even while their disaffection with the Chinese gov-
ernment soared and while they looked for safe havens they might later
need.”” As in the periods of history examined in this book, the rela-
tionship between Chinese nationalism and Hong Kong identity was
shaped by developments on both sides of the Hong Kong-Chinese
border. Similarly, the recent Right of Abode case was ostensibly about
the autonomy of the Hong Kong judicial system under a new govern-
ment. But it was also about who qualified as Hong Kong Chinese.

For many Hong Kong Chinese, rule by China is far more repellent
and worrisome than rule by Britain. Although it has promised the
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) a “high degree of
autonomy” for fifty years, Beijing has interfered regularly in the SAR’s
political affairs from its inception, determining to prove that it, not
Hong Kong people, will determine the SAR’s future. It has, for ex-
ample, already taken several measures to limit the growth of democ-
racy in Hong Kong. Surveys regularly find that public dissatisfaction
with the Hong Kong government’s handling of relations with the cen-
tral authorities in Beijing is very high, while public satisfaction with
the SAR government is usually very low.

But rarely do we read or hear questions about how Hong Kong’s
colonial past has prepared its people to deal with their new colonial
future. Academics and journalists frequently (and justifiably) lament
the recent erosion of political liberties in Hong Kong. But less often
do they pay attention to the new attempts in Hong Kong to make
sure this former colony does not become just another part of China—
from parents who fight the government’s directives to emphasize Chi-
nese rather than English in schools because they fear their children
will be less competitive in the international market, to artists and jour-
nalists who encourage the use of more Cantonese in their work. Even
the new government is trying to find ways to keep Hong Kong alive
as a distinct entity, from a Disney theme park on one of the last un-
developed areas of the region, to failed proposals for a new “cyber-
port,” to various names and symbols designed to give the place a new

image: “City of Life” and “Asia’s World City.”
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Finally, just as British colonization was made possible by help from
local Chinese, so Chinese re-colonization is being made possible by
local Hong Kong Chinese. Although the appointment of prominent
local people to run the region since 1997 certainly does not mean that
Beijing has yielded to local demands for representation, it is an ad-
mission that Hong Kong is so different from anywhere else in China
that it cannot be run without local help. More than 150 years of co-
lonial rule may have prepared Chinese in Hong Kong to cope with
the changes they now face. Chinese in Hong Kong may not have
seriously challenged colonialism and all its trappings, but neither did
they simply accept it. They worked around it and borrowed what they
wanted. They did so in the nineteenth century and the twentieth cen-
tury, and I suspect they will do so in the twenty-first.
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