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Foreword

Hong Kong Political Activism Rediscovered

Three political demonstrations against maladministration and for civil liberties and democracy in Hong Kong in July 2003 constituted a public eruption of volcanic proportions with aftershocks that continue to reverberate throughout China’s Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR). The first demonstration was a protest march against the enactment of a national security bill (as stipulated by the Basic Law Hong Kong Article 23 on treason, subversion, sedition, and official secrecy protection). Drawing more than half a million people who demonstrated during searing summer heat for seven hours on July 1, the sixth anniversary of the HKSAR’s establishment, it was the largest ever public expression of anger against the local government in Hong Kong. The size, scale, and intensity of this protest far exceeded its organizers’ original aim of attracting 100,000 participants. The actual turnout was nearly twenty times larger than the figure of 20,000 to 30,000 forecast by the HKSAR officials and their pro-Beijing supporters. The event was an impressive peaceful display of “people power” on Chinese soil. The chain of events that followed the unforeseen political earthquake has significantly reshaped Hong Kong’s political landscape, altered state–society dynamics, and realigned the PRC central state–HKSAR relationship as well in ways that will influence local democratization.

Surprised and shocked by this half a million-strong protest that brought into the streets many middle-class professionals who opposed the repressive provisions of the bill, HKSAR chief executive Tung Chee-hwa (C.H. Tung) on July 5 conceded on the three most objectionable provisions: police search without warrants, banning of local organizations supposedly linked with organizations proscribed on the mainland, and threats to press freedom justified by a need to protect “state secrets.” Then on July 7, to avoid certain defeat, Tung retreated further by postponing the second reading of the antisubversion bill before the Legislative Council (Legco). This action was triggered by the resignation of the Liberal Party chair (who had unsuccessfully argued for a deferral) from the Executive Council (Exco). Without the Liberals’ eight Legco votes, the passage of the bill, even with these concessions, became impossible. Instead, Tung promised another round of public consultation on the bill in September.

Riding on the momentum of “people power,” on July 9, outside the Legco building, some 50,000 protestors demonstrated against enactment of the bill and called for universal direct election of the chief executive and the entire Legco. Then on July 13, more than twenty thousand people attended a long-planned but rescheduled (due to the SARS epidemic) mass rally for HKSAR democratization. Three days later, to defuse the political crisis and sooth public anger, Tung accepted the resignations of two cabinet officials: the secretary for security (the point person for the bill) and the financial secretary (who was investigated by the anticorruption commission and possibly faced “conflict of interest” prosecution for his purchase of a luxury sedan before introduction of the March 2003 budget, which sharply raised the new-vehicle tax.) The resignations reflected the failure of the cabinet appointment system that was introduced in July 2002, when Tung began his second five-year term.

To counter the rising call for Tung’s resignation even among the pro-Beijing circles in Hong Kong, the PRC top leadership mounted an unusually high-profile public reaffirmation of support for the HKSAR regime, headed by Tung, during his July 19 official visit to Beijing. Aside from the paramount concern of restoring political stability in Hong Kong, such professed support for the Tung regime by the Chinese authorities also stemmed from their desire to avoid letting the HKSAR-style show of “people’s power” set a potentially dangerous example of the populace pressuring the Chinese party–state.

Beijing soon matched its expression of political support with economic relief measures to restabilize the HKSAR after the crisis. After returning from his Beijing visit in July, Tung announced such new “mainland economic gifts” as the sped-up implementation of the Closer Economic Partnership Arrangement (CEPA), the lifting of Hong Kong visit requirements (from mandatory group tour membership to individual tourists) for residents in nine mainland cities and eventually all of Guangdong province, and renminbi banking services that could eventually make Hong Kong an offshore center for Chinese currency financial instruments. In this context, the August 5, 2003, HKSAR-Guangdong official joint decision to build a HK$20 billion, eighteen-mile-long Hong Kong–Zhuhai-Macau bridge signaled Beijing’s determination to defuse Hong Kong’s political crisis by economic means. This new bridge will facilitate intra–Pearl River Delta integration and bond the HKSAR more tightly to the mainland economic orbit.

On September 5, 2003, Tung, with Beijing’s approval, announced the withdrawal of the national security bill. This decision was a tacit Chinese official acknowledgment of both the HKSAR crisis and Tung’s ineffectiveness, the product of his status as an unelected leader and his lackluster performance since mid-1997 under a semi democratic polity marked by prolonged executive–legislative gridlock.

The summer 2003 tidal wave of “people power” thus shifted the course of the HKSAR’s political development. In a sense, Tung’s political reverses also delegitimized the local pro-Beijing bloc’s uncompromising “absolutist” insistence on the enactment of the unpopular antisubversion bill by a self-imposed July 9 deadline. These popular victories against the Tung regime have galvanized public support for the local democratic camp. As a prelude to the September 2004 Legco elections, the reenergized activists mounted an aggressive campaign against the discredited “patriotic” leftist front in the November 23, 2003, District Council elections.

Not unlike Deng Xiaoping’s push for further economic reform after the 1989 Tiananmen incident, Beijing once again appears to be choosing the economic-bonus approach to salvage social stability and regain political control in a HKSAR still presided over by Tung. Yet even if the PRC central authorities adhere to the “one country, two systems” dictum of noninterference in HKSAR internal affairs and allow Tung to remain as chief executive until 2007, they will find it difficult to lift the HKSAR out of its current social discontent and prolonged economic pain. If the HKSAR’s apparent recent economic upturn suggests the possibility that stability through mainland-engineered prosperity can be accomplished in the short term, fundamental reform of the local polity through democratization is still needed to resolve the governance crisis. The long-term effects of Beijing’s attempt to maintain the KHSAR’s stability through prosperity and to ensure Hong Kong’s continuous functioning as a vibrant economic, but not a political, city remain in doubt. If the PRC’s accession to the World Trade organization (WTO) has charted a future predicated on economic liberalization in step with global development, then whose long-term interests would really be served by placing regressive and repressive shackles on Hong Kong society? Some enlightened local and foreign business elites in Hong Kong have now begun to praise “people power” for having moderated regime behavior, hence benefiting the HKSAR economy. Even conservative tycoons and pro-Beijing politicians in the HKSAR have recently changed their tune and begun to support electoral liberalization of the legislature.

The November 2003 District Council election results confirmed the rising Strength of “people power” when a record-high 44 percent of voters turned out and handed a clear victory to the democratic camp. The pro-Beijing and Tung-loyalist Democratic Alliance for Betterment of Hong Kong (DAB) suffered a serious defeat, gaining only sixty-two seats (compared with the eighty-three it won in 1999). A three-term (twelve years) DAB District Council veteran, Kwok-him Ip, who chaired the Legco committee on the national security bill, lost to a challenger from the prodemocratic camp, Cyd Sau-lan Ho. Ho, also a Legco member, had entered the local contest specifically to unseat Ip. Jasper Yok-sing Tsang, the DAB party chair, resigned to take responsibility for this electoral setback, which he claimed was due to the DAB’s unfortunate “Tung loyalist” public image. Taking advantage of the anti–Article 23 momentum and popular disapproval of the Tung regime, such a display of newly vigorous prodemocratic forces not only destroyed the political-apathy myth about Hong Kong voters but will also directly influence the 2004 legislative elections. In turn these elections will shape the Basic Law–stipulated electoral review by 2007. Hong Kong’s popular cry for faster democratization could test Beijing’s tolerance of pluralistic politics and of electoral reform that might favor the democratic camp over the “patriotic” bloc in the HKSAR.

The mid-2003 political upheaval triggered by public opposition to Article 23 was an unmistakable indictment by an assertive post-handover Hong Kong electorate of the Tung regime’s dismal performance, from prolonged failure to revive the economy through a series of policy blunders to its inept handling of the SARS epidemic of 2003. Poor leadership and an exploding civil society, combined with Tung’s disconnect from the profound public anger caused by his flawed policies and his ignorance of grass-roots and middle-class grievances, sparked the fateful protests. The eruption was long in coming, for late in 2002 the proposed national security bill’s repressive provisions had generated heated debates and protests among the HKSAR populace. But Tung ignored the signs of an impending outburst of social unrest.

The dramatic upsurge of anti–Article 23 political activism in the HKSAR also has profound external implications. Reflecting alarm among Hong Kong’s overseas economic partners that the free flow of information for economic and sociocultural purposes could be jeopardized by this law, the international media have, since autumn 2002, focused on the Tung regime’s crude attempt to push through the national security bill. Massive public criticism of the national security bill and the mainland’s subsequent emergency relief effort have exposed the shortcomings of the “one country, two systems” formula as devised by Deng Xiaoping in 1980 for Chinese national reunification. Until June 2003 Beijing had hailed the HKSAR as a successful embodiment of this formula for Taiwan’s consumption. Some observers suggest that Beijing’s unusual restraint and conciliatory gestures toward the Hong Kong protests have much to do with its desire to avoid alarming Taiwan’s public before the island’s March 2004 presidential election. Of course, the economic card of a massive mainland China market has been a key instrument in Beijing’s quest for the “one country, two systems” style of peaceful reunification with Taiwan. The July 2003 mass protest was not an entirely new phenomenon in political activism and popular mobilization in the history of Hong Kong. Indeed, to those familiar with Hong Kong’s sociopolitical culture, this mid-2003 political drama was neither totally unexpected nor unprecedented.

This path-breaking volume by Wai-man Lam critically addresses some of the key issues touched upon above. In this book, Lam, through conceptual re-examination and analytical case studies of the period between 1949 and 1979, debunks the myth of apathy among the inhabitants of Hong Kong. She calls into question the commonly held belief that pre-1980 Hong Kong society’s political indifference and the local populace’s supposed refugee mentality and utilitarian familism resulted in their minimal political participation. This argument also underlies Beijing’s repeated and still current insistence that Hong Kong has always been and thus must remain an economic and not a political city. This line of flawed reasoning is not only ahistorical in ignoring the true record of the partisan activism and popular mobilization (which the colonial regime deliberately downplayed in history books and public memory) before 1980, and even before 1949. It has direct relevance for Hong Kong’s prospects for democratization and, by extension, mainland China’s cherished dream of peaceful reunification with an already democratizing Taiwan.

In the past two decades, Hong Kong has undergone fundamental transformations in politcal, economic, and sociocultural value orientation and in its relationship with the mainland. Since July 1, 1997, the HKSAR has also witnessed numerous legal, economic, and political crises that further galvanized social activism. There is little doubt that, since the early 1980s, Hong Kong has been more than just an economic city. Indeed, as manifested in numerous examples of political activism, it has vividly displayed many attributes of an increasingly mature and sophisticated political city. However, the politicization of the Hong Kong Chinese is more than the byproduct of the 1997 retrocession to Chinese sovereignty retrocession and the related British decolonization process; it has strong historical roots spanning a century and a half of British colonial rule.

The history of colonial Hong Kong since 1842 has been punctuated by a long list of sociopolitical movements, communal mobilization, economic sanctions, collective class actions, and, above all, patriotic resistance in a maritime frontier society and colonial community that challenged British colonialism locally and foreign imperialism menacing China. Such early episodes began with the Hong Kong workers’ strike-boycott against the British during the Second Opium War of 1856–60, when the Anglo-French forces occupied Guangzhou. This case of patriotic resistance revealed how Hong Kong Chinese, as mainland migrants, were shaped by a matrix of Cantonese localism, Guangdong regional solidarity, and modem Chinese nationalism reinforced by their family, social, cultural, economic, and, above all, political linkages with mainland China.

Their China-oriented collective sentiments were further stimulated by the powerful molding forces of foreign imperialism, discrimination under alien rule, and encounters with Chinese revolutionaries and radicals from the Taiping rebels of the 1850s and 1860s to Sun Yat-sen and his Kuomintang successors as well as the Chinese Communists. Global capitalism and native economism further contributed to the “politicization” of the Hong Kong populace. The 1937–45 Sino-Japanese War, the 1946–49 Chinese civil war, and the post-1949 cross–Taiwan Strait conflicts amid the Cold War East–West confrontation further intensified and enlarged the vocabulary and scope of Hong Kong political culture. The mainland’s 1966–76 Cultural Revolution radicalism and its spillover, the 1967 leftist disturbances, also painfully influenced the Hong Kong populace. The 1997 retrocession facilitated the natural confluence of local Hong Kong politics with the political discourse of Greater China. In this sense, the 1997 retrocession could be regarded as the latest, and fundamental, paradigmatic shift in the collective consciousness and political maturing process that started among the Hong Kong Chinese long ago.

In addition to the Second Opium War resistance, there were many other historically noteworthy cases of popular mobilization. A long chronology of such cases of Hong Kong political activism includes the 1884 anti-French riots, anti-Japanese boycotts during the 1894–95 Sino-Japanese War, the 1904–5 anti-American boycott protesting U.S. exclusion of Chinese immigrants, the 1911 republican revolution, which saw Hong Kong as a vital “subversive base” against the Qing monarchy, the anti-imperialist demonstrations in the 1919 May Fourth movement, the National Revolution led by the Kuomintang-Chinese Communist Party (KMT-CCP) United Front, which propelled the sixteen-month Guangzhou–Hong Kong general strike-boycott involving a third of the colony’s Chinese, and the 1937–41 patriotic campaigns to aid China’s War of Resistance against Japan. The civil war in China that followed the end of World War II reoriented and rechanneled Hong Kong’s involvement with Chinese politics, as had conflict between the Nationalists and Communists between 1927 and 1937. Of course, the Communist victory in 1949, which led to the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) on the mainland and the Republic of China (ROC) on Taiwan, was commonly regarded as the turning point in Hong Kong’s political development (or its supposed nondevelopment) by triggering a mass exodus of mainland refugees into the colony. Their so-called refugee mentality and aversion to Chinese partisan political struggles were often cited as the causes of political apathy, hence the foundation of their stereotyped image of political indifference and minimal political participation until the 1980s.

Even in the realm of grass-roots concern with economic issues, the struggle for basic survival sometimes turned collective actions into conflicts pitting local Chinese society against the British colonial government. Notable cases include the 1894 disturbance over sanitary measures to control the bubonic plague, the 1912–13 Tramway Boycott for the right to use mainland coins that became a public assertion of China’s national dignity, and the devastating 1922 Seamen’s Strike that turned an industrial action for a wage hike into a general strike directed against colonial repression. Many such historical events involving popular attempts at socioeconomic advancement that became state–society confrontations resemble some of Wai-man Lam’s 1949–1979-era cases of collective actions for social and economic justice with their political implications.

I have studied the historical development of Hong Kong in both the pre-1949 period and the 1980s-90s transition era. Armed with newly available British Foreign/Colonial Office files, I have recently begun to look at Hong Kong in the early Cold War era. I can say with confidence that Lam’s book provides a critical missing link: It reaffirms the storied historical continuity and almost unbroken developmental links that created the collective political experience as well as the organizational and mobilizational capacities empowering the Hong Kong people in their political activity since the 1980s. Buttressed by her detailed empirical study of over a dozen cases of sociopolitical mobilization and state–society interaction between 1949 and 1979, Lam’s cogent conceptual and theoretical critique of the “political indifference” thesis should force everyone in the Hong Kong/Greater China field and in comparative postcolonial studies to rethink the “apolitical HK people” label, the myths of their supposedly non-or antiparticipatory political culture, and the assumptions underlying the myths.

It seems that, at best, the British colonialists then and PRC officialdom and Tung regime elites now are either misinformed with respect to a rosy image of the sociopolitical atmosphere, or confused myth and reality in order to erase the rich history of Hong Kong’s political activism. The 1997 retrocession helped galvanize popular activism by merging the strands of long-standing China-oriented partisan politics with local affairs to lead Hong Kong politics toward more formal, institutionalized, and sharply demarcated political participation, as manifested in electoral activities since the 1990s. As Hong Kong has been a part of China since July 1997, it is only natural and logical that the China factor helped transform local politics into local Chinese politics with direct links to the mainland polity in administrative and constitutional terms.

The Hong Kong sociopolitical scene and the interaction of society and states (i.e., the British, PRC, and ROC regimes) from 1949 to 1979 constituted an almost undetected academic gold mine that Lam’s book has clearly mined and begun to excavate with impressive results. Aside from her informative case studies, which fill a large void in Hong Kong’s social history, her important definitional, conceptual, and theoretical contributions help define and articulate, as well as stimulate, fresh examination of key issues in the study of Hong Kong’s development.

I refer specifically to the following key achievements in Lam’s book: her deliberately broadened and more inclusive definition of “political participation” in colonial Hong Kong in the absence of an electoral franchise; her systematic critique of the Hong Kong “political apathy” argument, which was built upon the assumption of a parochial-functionalist political culture and “minimal political participation” that were supposedly the hallmark characteristics of 1950s-70s Hong Kong as a “refugee” society harboring “utilitarian familism.” with an instrumentalist and materialistic approach to public issues and livelihood concerns; her formulation of a tristate–Hong Kong people interactive linkages motif (i.e., the British colonial raj, the PRC mainland authorities, and the ROC regime in Taipei) that added partisan complexities and external dimensions of identity with and allegiance to the emerging local political culture; and, above all, her imaginative interpretive construct of a paradoxical combination of intensive political activism manifested through societal mobilization and the dominant culture of depoliticization in post–World War II Hong Kong until the transition era of the 1980s-90s. These are all major intellectual undertakings and no small achievements for a young scholar’s first book.

Indeed, this illuminating volume offers profound intellectual breakthroughs and novel interpretations of the first order, and they should open up new avenues of research on the nature and historical transformation of modem Hong Kong society and its complex political culture. In particular, one is compelled to take seriously Lam’s delineation of the paradox of, on the one hand, the coexistence of an official culture of and mainstream attempts at depoliticization and, on the other, a fast-expanding and increasingly assertive civil society that has continuously staged popular mobilization as political participation with realpolitik consequences and ideological significance. From her analysis of the thirteen empirical cases, we can see the unmistakable historical parallel between the colonial regime and the Tung administration.

Instead of introducing much needed fundamental reforms, the British colonialists sought to depoliticize social protests, which were often attributed to the machinations of troublemakers. The HKS AR officials in league with pro-Beijing loyalists had imposed such depoliticization measures as the abolition of the elected municipal councils and the reintroduction of appointed district council seats while labeling regime critics from the democratic camp as undesirable anti-PRC elements despite their popular legitimacy and electoral mandate. In the aftermath of the 1967 leftist riots, the colonial regime admitted to its inadequate communication with the people of Hong Kong. Ringing a familiar bell after mass protests in July 2003, C.H. Tung’s public statements acknowledging his own shortcomings also pinpointed the wide gap between the regime and the people of Hong Kong. Of course, the Tung administration has inherited many former colonial elites and senior bureaucrats who still harbor colonial-era mindsets—an acute lack of regime accountability and transparency, and a contemptuous disregard for public opinion.

In unmasking the colonial facade of social peace, political passivity, and economic miracle, Lam’s book not only further demolishes British official hypocrisy about its Hong Kong success story, it also promotes new thinking on the historical realities behind the cherished stability and prosperity of the pre-1997 era. This last point is directly relevant to our appreciation of the rationales and broad implications of the PRC’s “economic absorption of politics” approach that is currently being applied to the HKSAR, especially since July 2003. It is imperative that the widespread socioeconomic discontents and public demoralization in the HKSAR should avoid a dangerous and unhealthy nostalgia for the pre-1997 “good old days” as a golden era of stability and prosperity with an implicit but uncritical blanket endorsement of society and polity under colonial rule. By amplifying many glaring cases of colonial discrimination and mismanagement, this book serves as a powerful indictment of British misrule in a Hong Kong characterized by endemic state–society confrontation. It also acts as a timely academic deterrent to attempts at whitewashing the problematic past for present political expedience.

I am delighted to welcome to our Hong Kong Becoming China series and to Mark Selden’s Asia and the Pacific series this splendid work of original research scholarship that engages readers in an exciting revisit of Hong Kong’s political landscape on the basis of a thoroughly revised and updated guide map that challenges many existing presumptions. This book offers much more than a solid analytical history of post-1949 Hong Kong social movements as overlooked examples of political participation and civil activism. More significant, in going beyond stereotypes and modifying conventional wisdom, it demands an altogether fresh appreciation of Hong Kong’s political maturation into a complex political culture with new political forces that are reconfiguring the HKSAR’s realpolitik horizon. An informed, balanced, and penetrating analytical sociopolitical history of postwar Hong Kong has yet to be written. This volume by Wai-man Lam represents a necessary first step. Following her pioneering efforts, we can count on many more bountiful academic harvests from further reexamination and rearticulation of colonial Hong Kong’s political culture in order to fashion a more informed understanding of how Hong Kong’s political past is still shaping its future development as a part of China.

Ming K. Chan

December 15, 2003

Hoover Institution

Stanford University
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Hong Kong—Rethinking Political Activism
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Hong Kong presently comprises the island of Hong Kong, the Kowloon Peninsula, and the New Territories and serves as the gateway to Shenzhen, Guangzhou, and the Southeast China coastal area. Following its military defeat at the hands of Great Britain in the first and second Opium Wars, China ceded Hong Kong Island and the tip of Kowloon Peninsula in perpetuity in accordance with the terms of the Treaty of Nanking (1843) and the Convention of Peking (1860), respectively. In 1898, the New Territories were leased to Britain for ninety-nine years. Under British colonial rule, Hong Kong experienced World War I, World War II, postwar refugee influxes, the embargo on young Communist China in the 1950s, two significant riots in the 1960s, and economic takeoff in the 1970s. During the 1980s and 1990s, as talks between China and Britain proceeded on Hong Kong’s future, the Hong Kong colonial government initiated limited steps toward democratization in the territory. On July 1, 1997, Hong Kong reverted to China in accordance with Sino-British agreements.

Although Hong Kong experienced a tumultuous century and a half enmeshed in world and Chinese politics, Hong Kong’s people have often been described as politically indifferent. They have been portrayed as economic animals who applaud their government’s “positive nonintervention policy,” a people for whom family values form the core of their identity, nurturing political passivity. This identity, moreover, is said to have been reinforced by the refugee history of the majority, who fled China in periods of turmoil and revolution. Such characterizations of the Hong Kong people have both historical and contemporary resonance and have long prevailed in academic circles. For example, during the past few decades, these characterizations have been incorporated in J. Stephen Hoadley’s lifeboat thesis and in Norman Miners’s refugee mentality. Siu-kai Lau translated them into his thesis of utilitarian familism.1 Embedded in these various conceptions is a common perception of a broad political indifference comprised of apathy, naiveté, disinterest, passivity, or utilitarianism toward political life that is said to have contributed to the political stability of the territory. Although it is recognized that in the 1980s Hong Kong’s people became politically awakened as the issues surrounding the territory’s sovereignty emerged, scholars persist in their view that political indifference best describes Hong Kong’s political culture, notably from the postwar years to the 1980s.

Even as the discourse of political indifference assumed hegemonic proportions, there have been numerous examples of political mobilization and political action in the territory over the decades, incidents that generate questions. For example, in the 1950s and 1960s, how can we explain the origin of the women’s movement activated after World War II, the 1966 Star Ferry riots, the 1967 riots, and other such incidents? If Hong Kong’s political culture was one of apathy, how do we account for the series of social movements that emerged in the territory in the 1970s, such as the Godber issue in which social actions surged in response to the prosecutorial escape of Peter Fitzroy Godber, deputy district police commander, who was suspected of corruption? What prompted over one million Hong Kong people to demonstrate in support of the student movement in Beijing in 1989? Did they act on impulse? Or were they driven by the mass media or their imminent worries about the handover of British colonial Hong Kong to the People’s Republic of China? The same doubt stands if we look at the protest against the contested internal security bill by as many as 500,000 people on July 1, 2003, which caused the resignation of the leader of a pro-government political party and the chief executive of Hong Kong to temporarily postpone the bill. It is not hard to find examples of political activism in Hong Kong’s history. These are not isolated incidents. If these cases of political participation involved a wide range of actors, generated a wide variety of actions, and created significant political impacts, can we argue that such events were isolated aberrations with little or no impact on the “apolitical character” of Hong Kong’s people? If these incidents were embodied in larger movements that persisted over a number of decades, and were sustained by the particular nature of society and politics at that time, can we still see these incidents as sporadic? It is my contention, contrary to popular ideas embodied in the discourse of political indifference, that these examples suggest that Hong Kong’s political culture has been periodically characterized by conflict and resistance. The discourse of apathy and harmony fails to capture this salient reality. These examples, and others discussed in detail below, suggest that for the discourse of political indifference to stand, examples such as these must be proven deviant and insignificant.

The questions point to the importance of this study. The term “political indifference” is used here as an umbrella term to refer to a variety of attitudes toward political life, including apathy, naïveté, disinterest, passivity, or utilitarianism. The characterization of Hong Kong’s political culture as one of indifference deserves further examination. I begin by noting that inquiries conducted by proponents of the indifference framework all used a narrow definition of political participation, which appears to have resulted in an incomplete examination of political practices in Hong Kong.

Some studies of political mobilization and social movements make clear that Hong Kong has witnessed numerous social conflicts over the past few decades. They reveal, in short, that Hong Kong society was far less harmonious than the claims of political indifference suggest.2 Other studies reconstruct the development of social movements in the 1960s and 1970s; they shed light on the history of collective mobilization in the territory.3 However, none directly refutes the dominant paradigm that the incidents of participation they cite are simply isolated and sporadic cases. Neither do they directly, or fundamentally, deal with the claims of political indifference.

This study critically examines the claims of political indifference, focusing on Hong Kong society between 1949 and 1979 and revisiting a range of important cases informed by an alternative conception of political participation. This period has been selected because this is the time span that these claims particularly describe. I propose to reopen the debate on Hong Kong’s political culture by offering an alternative reading of politics and society in the territory. This book reveals that Hong Kong’s political culture is shaped by a paradoxical tension between political activism and a culture of depoliticization. Despite efforts by some Hong Kong leaders to impose political passivity, conflicts have repeatedly flared up and the people have entered the political arena. Although Hong Kong is a conflict-ridden society, its culture of depoliticization has engendered a pervasive self-imposed suppression of politics, which, in turn, reinforced alternative political expression.

The inquiry begins with a critical examination of dominant arguments of political indifference. Chapter 1 reviews the influential works of Hoad-ley, Ambrose Y.C. King, and Lau, with particular focus on Lau’s early works. It serves three objectives. First, it exposes the problems other scholars have run into, for example, in conceptualizing, substantiating, and defining political participation. Second, based on the reconstruction of Lau’s theory of political aloofness, the two major research questions to be tackled in this study are framed. These are the claims of “minimal political participation” and “utilitarian political participation,” which form the two building blocks underlying the assumption of political indifference. Whereas the meaning of the minimal political participation claim is reasonably self-explanatory, the utilitarian political participation claim is understood to connote the characterization of political participation in Hong Kong as having been guided by instrumental, materialistic, personal, or familial concerns. Third, the presumptions regarding Hong Kong society and politics presented by Lau, which support his overall argument that Hong Kong people lack the need, will, and means to participate in politics, are explored. These presumptions include notions of social accommodation in politics, boundary politics, and a minimally integrated social-political system. A critical examination reassesses these presumptions and explores alternative perspectives.

Chapter 2 offers an alternative theoretical and operational definition of political participation that captures the vicissitudes of political practices in Hong Kong. It fashions a definition that is locally relevant. This chapter critically examines the orthodox definition of political participation based on the assumption that the limited parameters of previous studies partly reflected the inherent narrowness of this orthodox definition. The focus is on the implicit assumptions built into this definition. Traditionally, participatory activities have been regarded as acts that place demands on the government, are lawful, and are directed solely toward the government. Contrary to these suppositions, this chapter proposes an alternative understanding of political participation. In this definition, political participation includes not only demands that are lawfully made on a government, but also acts of support for a government and unlawfully made demands and support.

Political participation in Hong Kong should be understood as political acts that targeted three political regimes over the past few decades: The Hong Kong government, the government of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), and the government of the Republic of China (ROC). In addition, political participation may extend well beyond the arena of government. The targets that invoke political acts may be plural, and the “sites” where these acts take place may be peripheral. In this regard, I examine the political relevance of the social domain and the importance of discursive political participation in the territory. In so doing, this chapter emphasizes why a more elaborate examination of political practices should consider these alternative expressions of politics. In summary, chapter 2 builds up an operational definition of political participation.

The primary purpose of chapter 3 is to develop a method that allows us to examine the features of politics in the territory over the period in question. It introduces the theoretical basis and basic design of the case interpretive method employed by this study. The approach focuses primarily on events of political participation and attempts to interpret their public importance in their respective contexts and in the history of Hong Kong politics. With respect to the minimal political participation claim, this study constructs a chronology of major events of political participation and conducts detailed analyses of thirteen important historical cases drawn from the 1949–79 period.

The thirteen cases include:



	The campaign for rent control


	The campaign to change the marriage laws


	The tramway workers’ labor dispute of 1952


	The 1956 riots


	The campaign to remove a marriage ban on nurses at the Tung Wah Group of Hospitals


	The 1964 campaign against telephone rate increases


	The 1966 Star Ferry riots


	The first campaign for Chinese as an official language


	The campaign for equal pay for nurses


	Defend the Diaoyutai Islands movement of 1970


	The Godber issue


	The 1975 campaign against telephone rate increases


	The campaign to reopen the Precious Blood Golden Jubilee Secondary School




To tackle the utilitarian political participation claim, chapter 3 proposes a reconstruction of the political ideologies running through the selected cases and a critical reading of their significance in the political history of Hong Kong, drawing on archival materials and interviews. Also based on these archival materials and interviews is a revised critical reading of the political culture in Hong Kong during the period.

Chapter 4 examines the minimal political participation claim from a quantitative and comparative angle. It presents statistical information regarding major events by types of political participation and by subperiods, as well as the averages for each subperiod. By juxtaposing these averages with the number of events that occurred in the 1980s, reconstructed from two studies on social conflicts in Hong Kong, this study shows that political participation between 1949 and 1979 was not minimal relative to the 1980s in Hong Kong. The 1980s, often considered the standard for measurement, is commonly regarded as the moment when political apathy in Hong Kong finally dissipated, as the question of Hong Kong’s future moved firmly into the forefront.

Chapters 5 through 7 reassess the minimal political participation claim and the conventional ideas regarding Hong Kong society and politics, as embedded in the claims of political indifference. The chapters examine the scale, intensity, publicity, and significance of thirteen major events, divided among the subperiods of 1949–59, 1960–69, and 1970–79. It is demonstrated that the minimal political participation claim is dubious; the events selected pose a serious challenge to the claims of political indifference. Through a historical reconstruction of the cases, it is argued that a significant, if variable, level of political activism characterized the entire period of 1949 to 1979 in Hong Kong. Hong Kong society had numerous social organizations and an active media, which at that time were popularly labeled by their political alignment with respective regimes as the left, right, or center. Each of these political camps held different views of nationalism and promoted distinct political discourses. These organizations and the media had demonstrable organizational and mobilization capabilities, and were ready to act and place fundamental demands on the government(s). Chapters 5, 6, and 7 also reveal the importance of a culture of depoliticization that had existed since the postwar years. This culture functioned to check political activism, in addition to prompting the emergence of alternative forms of expression, both social and discursive, in Hong Kong politics. However, it failed to prevent repeated eruptions of conflict.

Chapter 8 refutes the utilitarian political participation claim by examining the diverse ideological traditions that significantly guided political activism in Hong Kong. To accomplish this refutation, it analyzes the major political discourses of nationalism, liberalism, equality, economic rights and fairness, and anticolonialism during the period, with special reference to selected major cases of political participation.

My alternative view on the question of political stability and Hong Kong’s political culture is elaborated in chapter 9. The chapter has three objectives: to trace the development of the culture of depoliticization and unravel its constituent discourses; to delineate the roles played by the government, various other political forces, and the public in the making of a depoliticized discourse; and to examine the interaction between political activism and the culture of depoliticization, shedding light on the social and political effects of the mutual challenges between the two.

The epilogue highlights the evolving development of the discourse of political indifference and the transformation of Hong Kong’s political culture in the period from 1980–2003. In addition, it illuminates the changing patterns of political participation within the territory.

This critical examination of earlier claims of minimal and utilitarian political participation in Hong Kong calls into question commonly held definitions of its society and politics. It concludes that Hong Kong’s political culture cannot be described as passive or indifferent, and it unquestionably reveals their fallacies and flaws. Hong Kong society has instead been conflict-ridden and broader in its political concerns than was once supposed. The popular conceptions of Hong Kong’s political culture, society, and politics therefore require fundamental revision.





A Critique of the Claims of Political Indifference
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The Traditional Argument of Political Apathy

Conventional wisdom maintains that the people of Hong Kong have traditionally been politically apathetic. Even before study of political attitudes in Hong Kong gained momentum in the 1970s, scholars had already pointed to Hong Kong’s low registration rates and low voter turnout rates in the Urban Council elections,1 as well as its absence of demand for constitutional change, as the earmarks of its political apathy. Two major lines of reasoning were developed to explain this apathy. The first was that postwar Hong Kong was a refugee society. The majority of Hong Kong residents had fled to the colony from mainland China to escape from political turmoil. Second, most Hong Kong residents were Chinese, and as such they were influenced by Chinese culture as characterized by family-oriented, apolitical values and submissiveness to a paternalistic government. The effects of the refugee mentality and Chinese culture in Hong Kong had manifested themselves as apathy toward public affairs and acquiescence to the decisions of the colonial Hong Kong government.2


Surveys on Political Attitudes

In the 1970s, publishing experienced a surge of scholarly work that sought to explain the perceived apathy and political stability in Hong Kong in terms of its people’s parochial political attitudes. Notable works include those published by Stephen Hoadley, Ambrose Y.C. King, and Siu-kai Lau. Although all these studies had a broader focus than those of their predecessors, they shared the two orthodox positions on Hong Kong’s political culture. First, political apathy or passivity was regarded as the hallmark of this political culture, and, second, having endorsed a similarly narrow and formal definition of political participation, political participation in the territory was judged to be minimal.

The Parochial-Subject Political Culture in Hong Kong

Following the political cultural approach of Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba,3 Hoadley and King4 set out to explore the political orientation of Hong Kong residents and came to similar conclusions. Notably, they concluded that the territory had a mixed parochial-subject political culture. A parochial-subject political culture is characterized by a strong sense of political powerlessness of the people. Also, they tend to avoid taking up political responsibilities and participate in politics minimally. Although their studies were relatively new attempts to investigate political culture in Hong Kong, they championed the explanation of a refugee mentality plus authoritarian Chinese traditions embedded in the traditional view of political apathy. For instance, Hoadley stated:



Why in a world of political upheavals is Hong Kong so internally stable? Part of the answer lies in the Chinese authoritarian tradition, part in the disinterest of “temporary” residents, and part in the “lifeboat theme.”5



There are methodological problems in their approach. The inadequacies of their arguments largely reflect problems in operationalization, substantiation, interpretation, and sampling of their studies. In addition, they give a narrow definition of political participation.

Both Hoadley’s and King’s studies have problems of inadequate operationalization and inconclusive substantiation.6 For example, although Hoadley’s paper contained a detailed introduction to the political cultural approach, he did not sufficiently operationalize the related concepts of cognitive, affective, and evaluative orientations. Nor did he investigate the orientations of respondents in detail. For his part, King structured his examination along the three types of political orientations proposed by the political-cultural approach, namely, cognitive, affective, and evaluative. Yet he failed to analyze the types of orientations separately within the four categories of political objects.7 As a result, their examination is incomplete.

Apart from the issues of operationalization and substantiation, another problem area relates to the nonrepresentative samples of both Hoadley’s and King’s studies. Part of Hoadley’s arguments was substantiated by the data drawn from a survey of students at a local university, whereas King’s study was based on the findings from a sampling of residents in the district of Kwun Tong.8 In both cases, it seems quite inappropriate to generalize the findings to the entire Hong Kong population.


Narrow Conception of Political Participation

If we can question the methodological foundations of the conclusion that Hong Kong’s people were politically apathetic and characterized by a parochial-subject orientation, can we cast similar doubt on the argument that the territory had minimal political participation? In particular, did the voter registration rates and voter turnout rates in Urban Council elections sufficiently reflect the level of political participation in the colony as was commonly assumed? The key seems to lie in deciding what counts as an act of political participation and what does not. From this perspective, Hoadley’s study of the patterns and trends of political participation in Hong Kong is worth exploring.9

Early in his discussion, Hoadley seemed to stray from the orthodox view of defining acts of political participation in terms of voter registration and turnout rates in Urban Council elections. He began with the claim that the proportion of Hong Kong Chinese who participated in politics had increased. This claim was substantiated by certain figures and observations pertaining to both formal10 and informal politics which, up until then, had been rarely suggested. For example, he notes that Hong Kong’s Chinese people had been involved in “less orthodox forms of political participation,” such as the campaign for Chinese to be an official language.11

Hoadley sometimes pointed to a broader and more dynamic characterization of political participation relevant to a colony like Hong Kong. This definition of participation, far from being limited to voting in elections, includes factors such as involvement in political organizations as well as social and political issues. As chapter 2 will argue, a conception of political participation that is both inclusive and relevant is necessary for a meaningful examination of political culture in Hong Kong.

Yet, Hoadley did not pursue this idea to its logical conclusion. Instead of proposing that the Chinese community might be undergoing a process of political mobilization, he argued:



One may safely conclude that formal and voluntary Chinese political participation falls short as measured either by the potential for participation or by the actual participation rates manifested by non-Chinese. The Chinese Language Campaign seems to have stimulated a slight revival of registration, voting and Urban Council activity among Chinese, but the participation rates achieved barely exceeded the decade average and in some cases even fell short, suggesting that the up-turn was relative and temporary rather than significant of a trend.12



This argument was made with reference to five other sets of figures that were concerned exclusively with the Urban Council and the performance of the Reform Club of Hong Kong and the Hong Kong Civic Association: (1) Out of the 250,000 to 300,000 persons eligible to register to vote since 1966, only 12 to 15 percent had done so by 1971; (2) the voter turnout rates dropped from 39 percent in 1967 to 24 percent in 1969 before increasing slightly to 26.7 percent in 1971; (3) from a high of fifteen candidates competing for five seats in 1967, the number of candidates dropped to ten competing for the same five seats in 1969 and 1971; (4) the membership of the Reform Club of Hong Kong and the Hong Kong Civic Association was decreasing, and their ability to monopolize elections was eroding; and (5) an analysis of eight liberal motions and seconds during the 1965–66 Urban Council year showed that Chinese councilors were less frequently associated with these motions and seconds than were non-Chinese councilors when the relative size of the two groups was considered.13

This evidence can be challenged. First, Hoadley can be criticized for basing his examination on a narrow conception of political participation. In the end, Hoadley slid back toward a definition of political participation that consisted of little more than voter registration rates and voter turnout rates and, at most, participation in organizations with overt electoral missions. He ignored the immense area of informal politics, signified by public involvement in social and political issues, which he had addressed earlier in his paper. Consequently, he homed in on political participation as embodied in the traditional view of political apathy. The activities that were identified as acts of political participation were very limited.

The second criticism concerns the problem of an alternative interpretation. The data Hoadley presented may be interpreted in a number of ways besides the one he chose. For example, while the Reform Club of Hong Kong and the Hong Kong Civic Association might have become less popular among the public, this waning interest cannot be taken as an indicator of the public’s loss of interest in politics. Actually, the public’s interest in politics could be expressed through numerous other channels. Their participation in the two organizations was simply one such expression.



A Critique of Siu-kai Lau's Concept of Political Aloofness

Siu-kai Lau has developed by far the most sophisticated theory of political culture in Hong Kong.14 Not only has his theory been dominant up until now, but it has also influenced how subsequent theorists view today’s Hong Kong. In real politics, Lau was well known as a member of the colonial Hong Kong government’s think tank. Also, as a member of the Preparatory Working Committee and Head of the Central Policy Unit, he has been an outspoken advisor to China on Hong Kong affairs.15 The following sections examine major flaws in Lau’s theory. As local social and political movements flourished in the 1970s, proponents of the indifference framework had to admit the presence of such movements and explain why their presence had not interrupted the territory’s political stability. Lau’s theory represents a depoliticizing attempt, incorporating more self-interested motives than are actually expressed in Hong Kong politics and depriving it of political passion.

Dedicated to developing a locally relevant theory, Lau once expressed his objection to using political apathy as “the primary, or sole, causal variable to explain political stability in Hong Kong” as his predecessors did. From his perspective, the political passivity of the Hong Kong population was “merely a reaction to the social-cultural context” that could be expressed in different ways in different contexts. And the context that led to this apathy should command social scientists’ attention.16 However, Lau simply replaced the idea of political apathy with that of political aloofness. Based on an aloof political attitude, he stated, the Hong Kong people “assign a relatively delimited role to the polity, they depend on the government to execute this role, and they want to keep themselves uninvolved.”17

In general, he argued that the people of Hong Kong were in the main politically passive, partially because of their limited definition of the role of government and their strong sense of political powerlessness. Moreover, he stated that they would take part in politics only conditionally for advancing individual and family interests. The Chinese community in Hong Kong was thus characterized by utilitarian political attitudes resulting in only limited political participation of the community. In this study, the former part of Lau’s argument is called the “utilitarian political participation claim” and the latter part the “minimal political participation claim.” Together they form the two pillars of his theory of political aloofness.

Limited Definition of the Role of Government

Lau presented four types of evidence to substantiate his claim that the Hong Kong people had limited expectations of government. Only the first and second types will be examined here because they contribute most to his arguments. First, when asked what they regarded as the government’s primary responsibility, 57.3 percent of survey respondents selected “maintaining social stability.” Second, only 10.5 percent of respondents considered the government’s foremost responsibility to be “the construction of a democratic and egalitarian society.” In comparing these two findings, Lau claimed that “as long as the government can maintain social stability it will be accepted, and the level of political frustration among the Chinese will be held within controllable limits.”18 Having juxtaposed the findings in this way, Lau seems to be arguing that the people held very limited expectations of their government inasmuch as most of them considered the government’s primary responsibility to be that of maintaining social stability rather than promoting democracy and egalitarianism.

The survey question, however, contains an interesting ambiguity. First, does the question refer to what the Hong Kong government actually does, or, as Lau seemed to assume, does it refer to what the respondents wished it would do?19 Second, “primary responsibility” has a clearly different meaning from “sole responsibility.” When the respondents claimed that the government’s primary responsibility was to maintain social stability, they were not saying that the government should not assume any other responsibility. They could have had many other expectations of their government besides the maintenance of social stability. Data from Lau’s 1977 survey help to support this point. The survey reported that 50.5 percent of the respondents did not consider “the government to be good, as, aside from the maintenance of social stability, it had done few other things.” This strongly suggests that the respondents expected that a good government should do more than maintaining social stability. The discussion of cases of political participation in chapters 5 through 7, moreover, will make clear that Hong Kong residents looked to the government for much more than assurance of social stability.

Another weakness in Lau’s argument relates to his overinterpretation of findings. For example, what justified his conclusion that the demand for social stability indicates a more limited expectation of government than the demand for democracy and egalitarianism? This claim cannot be sustained without presuming that the demand for social stability is a more minimal demand than the demand for democracy and egalitarianism. It is possible that the people’s demand for social stability expresses more than an expectation of something simple or material from their government. It may also connote something complex and ideological, say, a harmonious society with minimal levels of inequality, which would certainly be the government’s responsibility to deliver, but not a “limited” demand in Lau’s sense. Similar doubts can be cast on his conclusion that if people place greater importance on their livelihood, say, than on democratic rights, they are politically apathetic. In fact, if people are that attuned to securing their individual and familial interests, it would be no surprise for them to demand the same of their government. The underlying reasons why the people believe or act in certain ways need to be explored before it can be argued that such beliefs or acts signify their limited expectations of government. Such explanations also need to be cast against the record of social activism in realms that may include but may also go beyond those of electoral politics.

Even if Lau’s argument that the Hong Kong people had limited expectations of their government were true, it does not necessarily follow that they would be politically inactive. Libertarians can serve as examples. Although libertarians advocate a minimal role for government, they also believe that citizens should actively participate in politics, for example, to ensure that government’s role in society remains minimal and to cultivate an environment conducive to the exercising of rights. The same holds true for anticolonial activists who have little expectation of their government, but who nonetheless insist that significant political activities lie not in electoral politics but in mass movements to overturn colonial rule. Consequently, Lau’s claim that the political aloofness of Hong Kong’s people was underpinned by their limited expectations of government does not stand up to scrutiny. Even the criterion itself is open to challenge.


Political Powerlessness

The sense of political powerlessness is another salient feature of the political attitudes in Lau’s model.20 According to Lau, 91.1 percent of the respondents in his survey said that they did not have the ability to change society. Altogether, 96.7 percent of them considered themselves unable to influence the formulation of government policies. This strong sense of political powerlessness, for Lau, had deterred the Hong Kong people from getting involved in politics, although he did not clearly define the extent of influence of this sense of powerlessness.21

The major challenge to this claim centers on whether the sense of political powerlessness suggested by the responses signifies passive political attitudes. Lau’s reasoning led him to conclude that a sense of political powerlessness was prevalent in Hong Kong and prevented people from acting politically. In short, they were unlikely to act if it was perceived that such actions would not bring about desirable changes. However, Lau failed to consider that those views might just as easily lead to actions alternative to lawful and direct engagement with the government. For example, if people feel they are politically powerless because they do not believe the government pays attention to public opinion, or because the political system offers little opportunity for them to shape it to their needs, their distrust may lead to demands for fundamental reform—radicalism—or it could lead to what Nina Eliasoph calls a “close-to-home mentality” in which people become attracted to community involvement.22 In this light, the sense of political powerlessness is not necessarily related to political fatalism and political passivity as Lau presumed. Rather, the complexities of the environment that may have created this dynamic in Hong Kong need to be investigated before such a relationship can be established.23


Additional Evidence of Passive Political Attitudes

In addition to the ideas of political powerlessness and limited expectations of government, Lau offered further evidence of the Hong Kong people’s passive political attitudes.24 He noted that only 36.7 percent of respondents in the 1977 survey expressed the desire to attain the right to vote in Urban Council elections.25

This evidence raises three problems. First, it is disputable whether the lack of desire to vote in the elections indicates a passive political attitude. Interest in voting in Urban Council elections was low for a number of reasons. Although a passive political attitude among the people might be one factor, another likely reason was the widely held view that the Urban Council under British colonial rule was powerless, especially to serve their interests. If this is true, Lau’s conclusion that the people’s lack of desire to vote in Urban Council elections reflected their passivity becomes questionable. Instead, this may have signified that they viewed voting in Urban Council elections as an ineffective means to realize their political demands. Although Lau did mention this possibility, he did not deal with it directly.26 In the absence of an analysis showing how Hong Kong’s people perceived the Urban Council and voting in Urban Council elections, it is difficult to gauge what people meant when they said they had no interest in voting. In fact, in 1991, the first direct election of the Legislative Council (Legco) in Hong Kong attracted a 39.1 percent turnout. Although this rate slightly declined to 35 percent in the 1995 Legco election, it climbed again to 53.3 percent in the first Legco election held after the handover of Hong Kong to China in 1998. The fact that the turnout rates in Legco elections became significantly higher and have remained so since 1998 may indicate a widespread belief that something has been at stake in the Legco elections since handover.

The second problem in Lau’s line of argument is that voting in Urban Council elections constitutes only one kind of political activity. Even if the Hong Kong people did not vote, they might still participate in politics through other channels, such as in pressure politics. As the following chapters will show, this was exactly what happened throughout the 1949–79 period. Lau had focused his study primarily on the official channels of political participation available in Hong Kong. This weakness directly exposes the limitations in adopting a very narrow concept of political participation.

Third, although only 36.7 percent of the respondents indicated their intention to vote in Urban Council elections, this figure is not particularly low by historical standards. Although Lau did not offer a standard for comparison in his analysis, we can compare his findings with similar data generated from other comparative studies. A study of seven nations published by Verba, Nie, and Kim in 1978 found that only 47 percent of the respondents from the United States reported that they always voted in local elections. The respondents from India reported a rate of 42 percent. Those from Nigeria, Netherlands, and Austria reported, respectively, rates of 59 percent, 78 percent, and 93 percent.27 In this respect, voter turnout rates in Urban Council elections in Hong Kong should not be considered alarmingly low.


Utilitarian Political Participation

As Lau once noted, “a participatory stance, nonetheless, seems to prevail.” The people, he said, “seemed to be more activistic” in their attitudes than in their actual behavior.28 Indeed, Lau’s data on political attitudes in Hong Kong are not always consistent. Some of his findings simply contradict his own claims.

The 1977 survey found that 46.9 percent of the respondents would take action if they would be adversely affected by governmental policies in the future.29 Despite the presumed prevalent sense of powerlessness, 58.5 percent of the respondents still exhibited “a fairly strong desire … to exert influence over the government.” In a poll conducted by the Reform Club of Hong Kong, over half of the adults stated that they favored having elected members in the Legislative Council.30 In his discussion on the peopie’s political knowledge, Lau found that the public had an interest in their surroundings:



One of the distinctive aspects of the political culture of the Hong Kong Chinese is active search for knowledge about the political world in which they are living. And this greatly contrasts with their general political aloofness.31



Indeed, drawing readers’ attention to Charles Allen’s, Ambrose King’s, and his own studies, Lau concluded that the Hong Kong people exhibited “cognitive political involvement.”32

Instead of recognizing the implications of the participatory traits he found, Lau hastily bypassed these contradictory findings, claiming that most of Hong Kong’s people got involved in politics for the “satisfaction of one’s own familial interests or minimizing the negative effects of government policy on these interests.”33

This explains why Lau sometimes claimed that the political attitudes of the Hong Kong people were only relatively passive. His preconceived conclusions about the people’s instrumental and parochial character only allowed the participatory traits found in the empirical data to become comprehensible for him as attempts to defend or pursue familial interests.34 The gaps in the findings were conceptualized as the “compartmentalization of cognitive political involvement on the one hand, and attitudinal and behavioral involvement on the other.”35

As previously mentioned, Lau’s conclusions that instrumental and familial concerns characterized the Hong Kong people’s political attitudes were encompassed in his theory of utilitarian familism.
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