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Introduction by Yafeng Xia, Long Island University, Brooklyn 

as Hong Kong a ‘frontline city,’ ‘an outpost,’ or a borderland during the Cold War? The history 
of Hong Kong during the Cold War has thus far received only scant attention. This important 
anthology consists of two thought pieces and seven research articles, covering trade and finance, 

tourism, film, and intelligence and propaganda in Hong Kong during the Cold War. The book also discusses 
Hong Kong in the broader contexts of the Cold War, the Chinese diaspora, and Asia and the world.  

Our four distinguished scholars praise the usefulness of the anthology and Priscilla Roberts’s effort in 
providing a well-written prologue and afterword to tie the chapters together. Peter E. Hamilton notes that the 
anthology “makes a major contribution by renewing our attention to this exceptional space in a bifurcated 
world,” and that it “is an excellent place from which to start a new conversation on Hong Kong’s singular 
place in the Cold War world.” Harry Harding writes, “Overall, this is an extremely valuable summary of some 
key aspects of Hong Kong’s history that have not previously been studied in detail.” David Clayton concludes 
that “this valuable volume has advanced historical understanding and set up new research agendas in a well-
established field.” Steven Levine, the veteran China scholar, concurs that this book added much to his 
knowledge of Hong Kong.  

The reviewers also have several questions or criticisms. Most of these are about coverage and sources. Harding 
argues that the “scope of the book is…much wider than its title suggests.” He notes that the introductory 
chapter by Wang Gungwu and the concluding chapter by Prasenjit Duara place Hong Kong in broader 
historical and geographical contexts than the Cold War era. He hopes to see “a common analytical framework 
that could produce useful comparisons and generalizations” of the conditions in Hong Kong during the Cold 
War, as painted in many of the chapters. He also believes that “Hong Kong’s service as China’s window on 
the West during the Cold War and throughout the Maoist era” should be included in the discussion. 
Hamilton wishes that the authors had discussed more forcefully the cultural and economic impact of the Cold 
War on Hong Kong. He also argues that the lack of Hong Kong-based primary sources is a major caveat and 
that the historical photographs scattered throughout the book should be analyzed.  Levine points out that “a 
chapter on Chinese Communist policy toward Hong Kong during the Cold War” and “a chapter on the mass 
refugee experience as seen from within the refugee community itself” should have been included. Both 
Harding and Levine are unsatisfied with the book’s predictions about the future of Hong Kong. 

In recent years, we have witnessed much political activism in Hong Kong, and the relationship between Hong 
Kong and Beijing is all but benign. Hong Kong is at the crossroad in its political and economic development. 
What is the future of Hong Kong? One only hopes that Hong Kong’s experience in balancing among many 
actors during the Cold War and the insights of this book will offer Hong Kong’s new leaders political wisdom 
in guiding the city to its rightful place in world economy and politics. 

Participants: 

Priscilla Roberts recently joined the Faculty of Business at the City University of Macau. She has published 
numerous articles on twentieth-century diplomatic and international history, with a special interest in Anglo-
American and Asian-Western relations. She is the author, editor, or co-editor of twenty-seven books, 
including The Cold War (Stroud: Sutton, 2000); Window on the Forbidden City: The Chinese Diaries of David 
Bruce, 1973-1974 (Hong Kong: Centre of Asian Studies, University of Hong Kong, 2001); Behind the 
Bamboo Curtain: China, Vietnam, and the World Beyond Asia (Washington, D.C., and Stanford: Wilson 
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Center Press and Stanford University Press, 2006); Lord Lothian and Anglo-American Relations, 1900-1940 
(Dordrecht: Republic of Letters Press, 2010); The Power of Culture: Encounters Between China and the United 
States (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishers, 2016); and China, Hong Kong, and the Long 1970s: Global 
Perspectives (forthcoming, Palgrave Macmillan). She is currently completing a study of Anglo-American think 
tanks and China policy, 1950-1995. 

John M. Carroll received his Ph.D. from Harvard University and is at the University of Hong Kong where he 
teaches the History of Hong Kong and the British Empire.  His publications include A Concise History of 

Hong Kong (Rowman and Littlefield, 2007; Hong Kong University Press, 2007); Chinese translation 香港簡

史: Chung Hwa Book Company, 2013; Edge of Empires: Chinese Elites and British Colonials in Hong 
Kong (Harvard University Press, 2005; paperback reprint, Hong Kong University Press, 2007), and Co-edited 
with Chi-kwan Mark, Critical Readings on the Modern History of Hong Kong, 4 vols. (Brill, 2015).  

Yafeng Xia is Professor of History at Long Island University in New York and Senior Research Fellow at East 
China Normal University in Shanghai. A former Wilson Center fellow and public policy scholar, he is the 
author of Negotiating with the Enemy: U.S.-China Talks during the Cold War, 1949-72 (2006), and co-author 
of Mao and the Sino-Soviet Partnership, 1945-1959: A New History (2015), and Mao and the Sino-Soviet Split, 
1959-1973: A New History (2017, forthcoming). He has also published many articles on Cold War history. 
He has recently completed a book manuscript with Zhihua Shen, tentatively entitled, A Misunderstood 
Friendship: Mao Zedong, Kim Il Sung, and the Myth of Sino-North Korean Relations, 1949-1976. 

David Clayton (Department of History, University of York, UK) gained a Ph.D. from the University of 
Manchester in 1994 and since then he has published widely on the economic and political history of post-
1945 Hong Kong including a monograph on the impact of Britain’s China policy on Anglo-American 
relations, 1950-54—Imperialism Revisited (Macmillan: 1997); his new project examines water governance in 
1950s and 1960s Hong Kong.  

Peter E. Hamilton is the Dorothy Borg Postdoctoral Research Scholar in the Making of the Modern Pacific 
World at Columbia University’s Weatherhead East Asian Institute. He received his Ph.D. in History from the 
University of Texas at Austin in 2015. He is a historian of China and the World, Sino-US relations, and the 
modern Pacific. He is currently preparing a book manuscript that explains Hong Kong’s rapid economic 
growth during the Cold War and its role in the development of Sino-US trade since the 1970s, entitled The 
Networked Colony: Hong Kong, American Social Capital, and China’s Globalization. He has published peer-
reviewed articles in The International History Review and The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society. He is also 
currently researching his second project, which examines the expansion of the MBA degree from the United 
States across the Sinophone world since the 1950s.  

A specialist on Asia, particularly and U.S.-China relations, Harry Harding is University Professor and 
Professor of Public Policy at the University of Virginia, and holds a concurrent appointment as Visiting 
Professor of Social Science at the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, where he serves as 
Senior Advisor to the Institute for Public Policy.  Between 2009 and 2014, Harding was as the founding dean 
of the Frank Batten School of Leadership and Public Policy at the University of Virginia. A graduate of 
Princeton University in public and international affairs, he holds a Ph.D. in political science from Stanford 
University.  In addition to numerous monographs, chapters, and scholarly articles, Harding’s major 
publications include Organizing China: The Problem of Bureaucracy, 1949-1976; China’s Second Revolution: 
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Reform after Mao; A Fragile Relationship: the United States and China since 1972; and the chapter on the 
Cultural Revolution in the Cambridge History of China.  His edited volumes include China’s Foreign Relations 
in the 1980s; Sino-American Relations, 1945-1955: A Joint Reassessment of a Critical Decade (co-edited with 
Yuan Ming) and The India-China Relationship: What the United States Needs to Know (co-edited with 
Francine R. Frankel).  He is presently writing a new book tentatively titled What Went Wrong? U.S.-China 
Relations from Partnership to Rivalry since 1995. 

Steven I. Levine, Ph.D. Harvard University 1972, is a longtime student of Chinese politics and history, now 
retired after a forty-five-year university teaching career. His recent publications include Arc of Empire: 
America’s Wars in Asia from the Philippines to Vietnam, co-authored with Michael H. Hunt (University of 
North Carolina Press, 2012) and, as junior partner with primary author Alexander V. Pantsov, Mao: The Real 
Story (Simon and Schuster, 2012) and Deng Xiaoping: A Revolutionary Life (2015). His translation from 
Russian of Andrei V. Kovalev, Russia’s Dead End: An Insider’s Testimony from Gorbachev to Putin will be 
published in August 2017. 
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Review by David Clayton, University of York 

rom the 1920s until 1997, the Chinese People’s Government (CPG), which was struggling with the 
Guomindang to win the hearts and minds of overseas Chinese, sought to secure the return of Hong 
Kong, a British colony, to Chinese rule. Despite the anti-imperial rhetoric disseminated by the CPG 

throughout this period, Hong Kong experienced a peaceful process of decolonization. In the early 1980s, 
using a principle designed to solve the problem of how to integrate Taiwan back into the Chinese polity—
‘one country, two systems’— Britain and the CPG negotiated for an end to British rule, and the CPG created 
new constitutional arrangements to govern Hong Kong-Beijing relations post-1997. This volume, which is 
illustrated using photographs and screenshots from films, contributes to historical debates about the impact of 
the Cold War on Hong Kong’s decolonisation in three main ways.  

First, it summarizes and extends the voluminous diplomatic-history literature on the Cold War in East and 
South East Asia. As noted by Roberts in her excellent prologue and by the late Tracy Steele in her innovative 
chapter on the 1950s, the colonial administration in Hong Kong performed a delicate balancing act.1 To 
defend and rule this colony in an era when the British empire was in retreat, Britain secured significant 
material and psychological support from the US. Anglo-American collaboration, however, risked antagonizing 
the CPG, which had control over labor and media organizations in the colony; the CPG could also withhold 
supplies of food and water on which Hong Kong depended. To explore this central problem of colonial 
statecraft, the editors have collected a wide range of case evidence on the U.S. Information Service, tourism 
and the provision of welfare by U.S. agencies for anti-communist refugees.2  

Hong Kong was not afflicted by serious internal unrest (with the exception of the riots-cum-confrontation of 
1967) and, after the end of the Korean War, diplomatic tensions between Britain and the U.S. and Britain 
and the CPG regarding Hong Kong, were easily managed. Most contributors explain these benign outcomes 
by arguing that the CPG adopted a pragmatic attitude towards British rule: it did so for instrumental reasons, 
because the communist state gained hard currency from an unbalanced trade with the British colony.  

This thesis is provisional. Vast British and Chinese state archives on Hong Kong affairs have not been released 
for public scrutiny. There remain considerable gaps in our knowledge about labor relations in the early Cold 
War, 1945-70, and on Sino-British negotiations, 1970-1997. This latter period is particularly interesting 
because U.S.-CPG relations improved and Hong Kong firms invested heavily in South China.  

Second, this volume addresses the cultural Cold War, how international powers sought to win over the hearts 
and minds of ordinary people in Hong Kong. There are new insights in this volume on the activities of the 
U.S. Information Service, the U.S.-funded Committee for Free Asia (later the Asia Foundation)— a major 
patron for the arts and tertiary education—and the Committee to Secure Aid for Refugee Chinese 

                                                        
1 Priscilla Roberts, “Cold War Hong Kong: Juggling Opposing Forces and Identities,” 26-60; Tracy Steele, 

‘Hong Kong and the Cold War in the 1950s’, 92-117. 

2 Lu Xun, “The American Cold War in Hong Kong, 1949-1960: Intelligence and Propaganda,” 117-141; Glen 
Peterson, “Crisis and Opportunity: The Work of Aid Refugee Chinese Intellectuals (ARCI) in Hong Kong and 
Beyond,” 141-160; Chi-Kwan Mark, “Hong Kong as an international Tourism Space: The Politics of American 
Tourism in the 1960s,” 160-183.  

F 
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Intellectuals (which resettled escapees from Communist China overseas and subsidized their new lives in 
Hong Kong. Standard questions arise from this historical approach: to what extent did propaganda (British 
and Chinese as well as American) affect local mentalities; and, more specifically, did those people recruited as 
translators and artists know that their patron was the U.S. government?  

Although these questions are not tackled head on by the contributors, they argue that Hong Kong people 
responded to the global Cold War by building on pre-existing identities-cum-belief systems. Ford, for 
example, notes how post-1945 Hong Kong became a place where East met West, and where Western culture 
was tempered and tailored to meet local needs. Hong Kong residents, for example, used art (such as films and 
literature) to reflect upon profound socio-cultural change, most notably to the lives of women.3  

Third, but more speculatively, this volume debates the longer-term effects of the Cold War on Hong Kong. 
The volume contains three thought pieces that generate new questions.4 Might Hong Kong, ‘a frontier of 
experimentation with the capitalist market and new forms of state intervention, identity creation, and cultural 
media’, provide a model for China today (Duara)? Can intra and inter-ethnic trading networks—a primary 
source of Hong Kong’s dynamism even during Cold War (Meyer)—sustain Hong Kong’s economic growth 
in the 21st century? Will Hong Kong, a pluralistic and open social space before and during the Cold War 
(Wang), survive as a liberal enclave in an era when Hong Kong people are articulating their own distinct 
political culture in opposition to CPG attacks on freedoms of speech and association?  

In sum, this valuable volume has advanced historical understanding and set up new research agendas in a well-
established field.  

 

                                                        
3 Stacilee Ford, “Reel Sisters and Other Diplomacy: Cathy Studios and Cold War Cultural Production,” 183-

211.  

4 Prasenjit Duara, “Hong Kong as a Global Frontier: Interface of China, Asia, and the World,” 211-231; David 
Meyer, “Hong Kong’s Enduring Global Business Relations,” 60-92; Wang Gungwu, ‘Hong Kong’s Twentieth Century: 
The Global Setting,” 1-15.  
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Review by Peter E. Hamilton, Columbia University 

he Cold War radically altered Hong Kong’s position in the world. This British colonial entrepôt had 
emerged in the nineteenth century as south China’s leading hub of trade and migration, anchoring 
vibrant flows of people, goods, and capital back and forth between Southeast Asia and the Americas. 

Yet, before the Second World War, Hong Kong had been dynamically connected to mainland China and just 
one colony in a network of interconnected emporiums. During the late 1940s and 1950s, however, 
decolonization, ethno-nationalism, and civil and superpower conflicts disrupted these connections and left 
Hong Kong an increasingly exceptional space in a world of militarized nation-states. Its restored colonial 
regime and leading capitalists collaborated to maintain stability, open borders, civil liberties, and a 
freewheeling business climate that traded across the Communist-capitalist divide. Such policies were very 
unusual in Cold-War Asia and attracted elite business networks in flight from both post-revolutionary China 
and postcolonial Southeast Asia—and from the 1960s, the investment of U.S. multinational corporations. In 
short, Cold-War developments set Hong Kong onto a singular trajectory that is still unfolding in this Special 
Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of China.  

Priscilla Roberts and John Carroll’s edited anthology Hong Kong in the Cold War makes a major contribution 
by renewing our attention to this exceptional space in a bifurcated world. The authors of this volume’s 
chapters are a multinational set of historians and their essays cover an exciting range of topics. Stimulating 
opening essays from Roberts and senior scholar Wang Gungwu proceed into eight body chapters by leading 
scholars of the Cold War and modern China such as Glen Peterson, Chi-kwan Mark, and Prasenjit Duara. 
The overall structure is sound and coherent, carrying us from politics to economics and culture and 
concluding with a reconsideration of Hong Kong in the longue durée. Roberts’ opening chapter provides us 
with a strong foundation to observe the international and local forces that were colliding in the Cold-War 
colony.1 We then embark into diverse chapters on Hong Kong’s economic development, its position in the 
regional crises of the 1950s, its experiences as a battleground for international propaganda and Washington’s 
outreach toward Chinese refugees, its booming transnational tourism and cinema industries, and two final 
essays that reframe the sweep of modern Hong Kong history. 

Each chapter emphasizes Hong Kong’s interstitial position between the Cold-War world’s contending states 
and the ambiguous possibilities that this position enabled. The authors employ different terminologies to 
codify this exceptional space, from labeling it a key node or conduit to defining it as a frontier or borderland. 
Yet, this chorus of terms advances the broader point and allows us to think about Hong Kong along a number 
of different vectors. Indeed, what is striking is how this territory’s exceptional global position molded nearly 
every aspect of local life. David Meyer highlights that Hong Kong’s rapid economic development during this 
era was the product of its continued status as “the pivot of the social networks of capital for Asia.”2 For Tracy 
Steele and Lu Xun, Hong Kong was a key “crossroads” where intersecting states and empires battled for 
diplomatic advantage and propaganda points.3 Mark analyzes the colony’s soaring international tourism in 

                                                        
1 Priscilla Roberts, “Cold War Hong Kong: Juggling Opposing Forces and Identities,” 26-59. 

2 David R. Meyer, “Hong Kong’s Enduring Global Business Relations,” 61. 

3 Tracy Steele, “Hong Kong and the Cold War in the 1950s,” 92-116, and Lu Xun, “The American Cold War 
in Hong Kong: 1949-1960: Intelligence and Propaganda,” and 117-140.  

T 
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the 1960s as a reflection of its “full integration into the American-led global economic system,” while Stacilee 
Ford reframes Hong Kong cinema as a borderlands cinema defined by competing visions of Chinese tradition 
and modernity.4 And Duara terms Hong Kong as “a global liminal space” and argues that this position 
endowed its residents with a resilient and highly strategic identity.5 Taken together, the chapters underscore 
that Cold-War Hong Kong was a place uniquely exposed to outside forces and uniquely equipped to exploit 
international shifts. Roberts’s afterword nicely ties these ideas together: “Hong Kong was and is…a place that 
escaped from the boundaries and constraints of the nation-state, one with the potential to trigger novel and 
perhaps hybrid institutional arrangements, tailored to its own circumstances, and that might ultimately 
provide models for an increasingly globalized and interdependent world.”6 

The key fork in the road—Hong Kong’s postwar extension of colonial rule and ensuing ‘escape’ from the 
nation-state system—merits greater scholarly investigation. As multiple chapters analyze, its re-colonization 
after World War II resulted from the colliding agendas of Beijing, London, and Washington. With little local 
sentiment for independence, British forces re-established control in August 1945. This postwar colonialism 
only maintained power, however, through active U.S. assistance, elite capitalist collaboration, and both tacit 
Nationalist and later Communist consent. Each government actively used Hong Kong for its own strategic 
purposes, requiring a delicate balancing act from the colonial regime and limits on each state’s range of action. 
As the colony forged a unique economic model and transformed into a financial powerhouse, politically this 
Cold-War territory hosted intense diplomatic competition, information gathering, and mutual espionage. For 
a time, the U.S. Consulate-General in Hong Kong even emerged as Washington’s largest overseas legation. 
Simultaneously, the U.S. and UN embargoes on the People’s Republic left Hong Kong as the key remaining 
channel for Beijing to collect vital foreign exchange earnings. As a result, despite its own anti-imperialist 
rhetoric, Communist China preserved capitalist Hong Kong and mined it for needed cash and information. 
And when Beijing changed course and reengaged with global capitalism in the 1970s, Hong Kong once more 
figured as the primary gateway for trade and investment. In sum, by virtue of propping up continued colonial 
rule, Hong Kong people forged an utterly singular path in the postwar international system that holds 
tremendous potential to yield new insights into and alternative narratives of Asia’s Cold War. 

Indeed, after reading this anthology and reflecting on Hong Kong’s intersectional position, it is worth 
wondering why Hong Kong history has received such scant attention from historians of modern China, the 
British Empire, Cold-War international history, or historians of capitalism. To lay observers, the oversight 
that this anthology helps to correct might seem a little shocking. As the last major European colony in Asia, 
one of the world’s three leading global financial centers, or the pivot of China’s export-driven development 
since 1978, Hong Kong’s impact on the world has been outsized and obvious. Yet, its history has remained a 
niche subject—I would posit because it challenges the nation-state framework that still constrains most 

                                                        
4 Chi-kwan Mark, “Hong Kong as an International Tourism Space: The Politics of American Tourism in the 

1960s,” 160-182, and Stacilee Ford, “‘Reel Sisters’ and Other Diplomacy: Cathay Studios and the Cold War Cultural 
Production,” 183-210.  

5 Prasenjit Duara, “Hong Kong as a Global Frontier: Interface of China, Asia, and the World,” in Roberts and 
Carroll, eds., Hong Kong in the Cold War, 211-230.  

6 Priscilla Roberts, “Cold War Hong Kong: A Path to the Future?” 231.  
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historical scholarship. Indeed, Hong Kong further underscores that framework’s intellectual failings. For any 
scholar of the Cold War, of decolonization, or of globalization, Hong Kong matters tremendously.  

As might be inevitable in such a wide-ranging anthology, the concept of the Cold War itself does fluctuate 
within this anthology’s chapters. For example, the chapters by Tracy Steele, Lu Xun, and Glen Peterson tackle 
political and diplomatic topics with very clear-cut connections to the international strategic competition.7 In 
other chapters, however, politics and diplomacy recede, opening the door to exciting arguments about the 
Cold War’s cultural and economic impact on the ground. These chapters do note such connections, including 
the parallel rise in civilian and American military tourism or Washington’s covert sponsorship of certain films 
and filmmakers in the heyday of Hong Kong cinema. Yet, these connections feel like side notes to the 
chapters’ main arguments. As a result, they avoid opportunities to drive home bolder arguments about the 
Cold War’s ricocheting impact on Hong Kong culture, identity, and development. The moments are too few 
when we see the Cold War directly shaping ordinary Hong Kong people, such as when Lu Xun notes that 
“after one decade of indoctrination, according to American observers, a vast majority of the Hong Kong 
population viewed the United States as ‘a powerful and friendly country which is currently serving as the 
main military deterrent to Communist expansion’” (136). As a result, the essays wobble between Hong Kong 
during the Cold War and Hong Kong in the Cold War. 

My more substantial critique centers on the chapters’ general lack of Hong Kong-based primary sources. The 
volume aims to put “high-level international politics and diplomacy in the context of popular attitudes within 
Hong Kong,” yet only a few chapters cite any primary sources from Hong Kong’s archives or contemporary 
publications.8 Many chapters exclusively utilize published scholarship, while the others rely on documents 
from the UK and U.S. national archives at Kew and College Park. In addition, there are fascinating historical 
photographs scattered throughout the chapters, but these images are never discussed and end up as stranded 
items of visual interest without analytical service. No doubt logistical constraints played their part, but it is 
unfortunate because Hong Kong’s Public Records Office and other archives do contain extensive untapped 
government records, historical newspapers and magazines, oral history interviews, missionary papers, and 
other ephemera in both Chinese and English. As just one example, many of these primary sources document 
the extensive international charity, missionary, and propaganda campaigns that targeted ordinary Chinese 
refugees as props in the Cold War’s battle for hearts and minds. Such a chapter would have been very useful 
here. To achieve this volume’s aim will require greater digging in the local primary sources.  

Luckily, there is a significant breadth of topics on which future scholars can advance these aims. In addition 
to diplomatic rivalries and outreach toward Chinese refugees, renewed attention is overdue to the roughly 
200,000 Vietnamese ‘boat people’ who came to Hong Kong between the late 1970s and the early 1990s. 
These refugees highlight Hong Kong’s unique exposure to outside Cold-War conflicts, as well as the ethnic, 
class, and cultural tensions that simmered within the making of Hong Kong identity during this era. Another 
would be the circulatory migration of half a million middle and upper class Hong Kong residents to Canada, 
Australia, and New Zealand during the 1980s and 1990s. While rarely framed as a Cold-War story, this 
capitalist colony’s fears over its return to Communist China prompted a mass migration that globalized cities 

                                                        
7 Glen Peterson, “Crisis and Opportunity: The Work of Aid Refugee Chinese Intellectuals (ARCI) in Hong 

Kong and Beyond,” 141-159. 

8 Priscilla Roberts, “Cold War Hong Kong: The Foundations,” 16.  
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such as Vancouver and accelerated the international commodification of citizenship—a critical legacy of 
Hong Kong’s Cold War interstitiality. Finally, and very much interrelated, historians of diverse subfields 
could re-examine the decisive local impact of the Tiananmen Square Massacre of June 1989. Nowhere else in 
the world did this tragedy exert such a searing impact as it did in Hong Kong. Many residents feared that they 
were seeing their own futures on television. The students’ memory is still commemorated through local 
monuments, museums, and an annual protest march. In this way, the Cold War’s struggle over competing 
social and political ideals lives on in Hong Kong and remains a constant subtext within the on-going debates 
over democratic reform.  

Hong Kong in the Cold War represents an important step forward in restoring Hong Kong to a key place in 
the post-1945 history of China, Asia, and the world. Forcefully separated from its traditional transnational 
networks and China by civil-war politics and colliding empires, Hong Kong re-emerged in the 1950s and 
1960s as a vital strategic node and an economic model unto itself. Its residents re-invented themselves as 
Chinese people defined by neither communism nor nationalism, but instead by their embrace of the world. 
This singular position outside of the nation-state system accelerated capitalist globalization, immersed Hong 
Kong residents in cosmopolitan influences, and exposed them to events and conflicts far beyond their control. 
This anthology is an excellent place from which to start a new conversation on Hong Kong’s singular place in 
the Cold War world.  
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Review by Harry Harding, University of Virginia and Hong Kong University of Science 
and Technology 

here are several excellent general histories of Hong Kong, including those by Steve Tsang1 and by one 
of the co-editors of this volume, John M. Carroll.2 But inspired by the work of the second co-editor, 
the distinguished Cold-War historian Priscilla Roberts, this is the first to place Hong Kong in the 

context of the Cold War and, secondarily but equally importantly, in the context of the transnational Chinese 
community that the Chinese diaspora created. 

The main thesis of the book is that, during the Cold War, Hong Kong under British rule had to master an 
extraordinarily complex balancing act, juggling what Roberts describes as “opposing forces and identities,”3 
not only between Britain and China, but also between the Chinese Communists on the mainland and the 
Chinese Nationalists on Taiwan, between the U.S. and China, between Britain and the U.S., and to some 
degree between China and the rest of the world. 

Most of the ten contributors show how this balancing act was performed in different arenas: trade and finance 
(David R. Meyer),4 tourism (Chi Kwan Mark),5 film (Stacilee Ford),6 and intelligence and propaganda (Lu 
Xun7 and Glen Peterson).8 Other chapters, including those by Wang Gungwu9, Priscilla Roberts,10 Tracy 

                                                        
1 Steve Tsang, Modern History of Hong Kong, 1841-1997 (London: I.B. Tauris, 2004). 

2 John M. Carroll, A Concise History of Hong Kong (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2007). 

3 Priscilla Roberts, “Cold War Hong Kong: Juggling Opposing Forces and Identities,” in Roberts and Carroll, 
26-59. 

4 David R. Meyer, “Hong Kong’s Enduring Global Business Relations,” in Roberts and Carroll, 60-91. 

5 Chi Kwan Mark, “Hong Kong as an International Tourism Space,” in Roberts and Carroll, 160-82. 

6 Stacilee Ford, “’Reel Sisters’ and Other Diplomacy: Cathay Studios and Cold War Cultural Production,” in 
Roberts and Carroll, 183-210. 

7 Lu Xun, “The American Cold War in Hong Kong, 1949–1960: Intelligence and Propaganda,” in Roberts and 
Carroll, 117-40. 

8 Glen Peterson, “Crisis and Opportunity: The Work of Aid Refugee Chinese Intellectuals,” in Roberts and 
Carroll, 141-59. 

9 Wang Gungwu, “Hong Kong’s Twentieth Century: The Global Setting,” in Roberts and Carroll, 1-14. 

10 Roberts, “Cold War Hong Kong: The Foundations,” in Roberts and Carroll, 15-25. 

T 
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Steele,11 and Prasenjit Duara,12 place Hong Kong in broader contexts: the Cold War, the Chinese diaspora, 
and Asia and the world. 

In his excellent introductory chapter, Wang suggests that Hong Kong is “one of the few places in the world 
that came into being on the edge of an irresistible globalization process that is still continuing.” (1). But the 
global context that has shaped Hong Kong has itself been steadily changing, in transition first from the 
‘British Imperium’ to an American one, and now to a new order “yet to be determined,” (1) led perhaps by 
China or possibly jointly by a larger number of major powers. Wang also points out that Hong Kong’s earliest 
role, which it assumed far before the onset of the Cold War, has been to serve as “the center of an informal 
global framework” (1) for several groups of Chinese: immigrants who came to Hong Kong directly from 
China, and Chinese emigres who moved out to different parts of the world, some of whom then “returned to 
China through Hong Kong” after a period of residence abroad (1). These groups included people of different 
backgrounds: laborers, businesspeople, artists, intellectuals, and political dissidents. Serving as the meeting 
place for these varied members of the Chinese diaspora, Hong Kong was connected to many states but was 
not fully integrated into any of them, not even Britain or China.  

In her concluding chapter, Roberts argues that the residents of Hong Kong–whom we are increasingly seeing 
as ‘Hong Kongers’ rather than as the expatriates or temporary sojourners most of them may once have been – 
have gradually developed a distinctive hybrid identity, bringing together influences from China, Britain, and 
the United States.13 Those holding this emerging identity increasingly seek  to preserve the distinctive values 
and way of life produced in Hong Kong over the years, and a growing number want to obtain guarantees of 
greater autonomy or even full independence from China, some using Singapore, a city-state of similar size and 
origins, as a comparator and model. 

In some ways, the heart of the book is the chapter by Tracy Steele on Hong Kong in the 1950s, at the height 
of the Cold War.14 Steele describes the balance that the Hong Kong and British authorities tried to strike 
between China and the United States during that period. Hong Kong and London encouraged the U.S. to 
recognize its stake in preserving colonial rule in Hong Kong, and then to persuade Beijing of Washington’s 
desire to see stability and continuity in a piece of territory that Chinese believed had been taken from them by 
the West, At the same time, Hong Kong and London also had to restrict the American presence in Hong 
Kong so that Beijing would not perceive the city as a threat.  

This general pattern of both linking and limiting was reflected in such arenas as controlling the size of the 
American diplomatic and intelligence presence in Hong Kong, specifying the numbers of American military 
personnel who could enjoy shore leave in Hong Kong during the Vietnam War, and less explicitly, in the 
development of a Hong Kong cinema that produced different films for American viewers than for audiences 

                                                        
11 Tracy Steele, “Hong Kong and the Cold War in the 1950s,” in Roberts and Carroll, 92-116. 

12 Prasenjit Duara, “Hong Kong as a Global Frontier: Interface of China, Asia, and The World,” in Roberts and 
Carroll, 211-30. 

13 Priscilla Roberts, “Afterword: Cold War Hong Kong: A Path to the Future?” in Roberts and Carroll, 231-38. 

14 Steele, “Hong Kong and the Cold War in the 1950s.” 
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in the Chinese diaspora. It could also be seen in those studios’ presentation of a vision that encouraged 
diaspora Chinese to adopt some cosmopolitan features, particularly with regard to patterns of consumption 
and the roles of women, while also upholding some positive features of traditional Chinese culture and 
avoiding “the excesses of the West, particularly the United States.”15  

Steele shows that striking this balance was always complicated, but was especially difficult in certain sectors. 
In particular, the two sides often clashed over just how extensive and visible the official American presence in 
Hong Kong should be, with the Americans wanting more and the British wanting less. Another source of 
tension was the American embargo of China (which Britain hoped to relax) and the Nationalists’ efforts to 
obstruct shipping along the Chinese coast (which Hong Kong sought to evade). London and Washington 
held protracted if inconclusive discussions about a possible role for the U.S. in defending Hong Kong against 
Chinese attack and even a conceivable but far less likely British role in helping the U.S. defend Taiwan. 
Interestingly, in those official conversations the Americans occasionally tried to compare Hong Kong to 
Taiwan, describing both territories as “offshore islands” lying outside Beijing’s jurisdiction that China might 
use force to regain, implying that if the British hoped to see an American interest in the security of Hong 
Kong, then Britain should agree to share America’s interest in the security of Taiwan and the offshore islands 
it occupied. (103) This was, however, an analogy that Britain staunchly resisted, since London believed that 
its legal claim to Hong Kong was far stronger than the Chinese Nationalists’ claim to Taiwan, let alone to the 
rest of China, and that any participation in the U.S. security commitment to Taiwan might provoke China to 
take retaliatory measures against the colony. 

In the end, these debates between London and Washington ended in a pair of bargains: a modest relaxation of 
the embargo of China and American diplomatic support for keeping Hong Kong in British hands (although 
without a firm commitment to defend it), in exchange for continued British opposition to transferring 
China’s UN seat to the Beijing government. The reassuring premise was that for the foreseeable future China 
would be unlikely to attack or strangle Hong Kong unless it were provoked, and that limiting the American 
role in Hong Kong and Hong Kong’s links to Taiwan would be the best ways to avoid that kind of 
provocation. Deterrence against the unlikely scenario of an unprovoked Chinese assault could be achieved 
through the general American nuclear deterrent, rather than a specific American commitment to Hong 
Kong’s defense, let alone the stationing of American troops or equipment in the territory.  

Overall, this is an extremely valuable summary of some key aspects of Hong Kong’s history that have not 
previously been studied in detail. But the book does have a few shortcomings. One small weakness is its very 
title: while the book is indeed about Hong Kong’s role during the Cold War, some of the most stimulating 
chapters, including the introductory chapter by Wang and the concluding chapter by Duara, place Hong 
Kong in even broader historical and geographical contexts. The scope of the book is therefore much wider 
than its title suggests. 

A second problem is that although the majority of chapters paint interesting portraits of conditions in Hong 
Kong during the Cold War, they often have a quite narrow focus in terms of time and topic, and there is too 
little effort to draw them together through a common analytical framework that could produce useful 
comparisons and generalizations. A particularly puzzling lacuna is the book’s neglect of Hong Kong’s service 
as China’s window on the West during the Cold War and throughout the Maoist era. There is thus no 

                                                        
15 Ford, “‘Reel Sisters.’” 197. 
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counterpart to the book’s three chapters on American intelligence and propaganda activities in Hong Kong in 
the 1950s and 1960s.16 

Also somewhat unsatisfying are the book’s predictions about Hong Kong’s future. David Meyer’s chapter on 
Hong Kong as a commercial and financial center well summarizes the city’s remarkable resilience through 
repeated financial and political crises from its earliest days to the present. But given his conclusion that Hong 
Kong’s economic dynamism has depended not only on its own resources but also on the support of the 
government to which it was subordinated, first Britain and now China, his chapter ends ambiguously; while 
Meyer first says that Chinese leaders “repeatedly reaffirm support for Hong Kong as China’s global financial 
center,” he immediately adds that that they also “commit to making Shanghai China’s leading international 
financial center” (86). Unless there is a significant difference between the words ‘global’ and ‘international’ in 
this passage, it is not clear whether Meyer believes that the Chinese government will maintain its endorsement 
of Hong Kong’s historic financial role, or gradually shift its support to its rival to the north. 

In a second set of forecasts of Hong Kong’s future, Wang and Duara seem to agree that Hong Kong’s survival 
will depend on its value to Beijing, but conclude that that value will lie less in the economic benefits Hong 
Kong provides to China, Kong, as was the case did in the past, but increasingly in Hong Kong’s ability to 
develop models of good governance that may be applicable to the mainland. These forecasts now appear to be 
overly optimistic given Chinese President Xi Jinping’s present lack of interest in liberalizing political reforms. 
In fact, the key to Hong Kong’s future now lies in the gap between the mainland’s political system, still 
largely Leninist, and Hong Kong’s political culture, increasingly liberal and democratic. If that gap proves 
unsustainable, as now may be the case, the question will be whether any narrowing of the differences in values 
and structure, will move in Hong Kong’s direction or in China’s. Either way, the resulting transitions could 
prove turbulent. 

These shortcomings aside, this is a very valuable book, containing both new information from official 
documents and government archives as well as a new framework for analyzing Hong Kong’s complex history. 
In the end, the authors describe a city that historically has been not so much bridging as balancing between 
societies and cultures that have been in nearly constant tension and occasional conflict throughout Hong 
Kong’s history: East and West, Communist and capitalist, and even British and American. Whether Hong 
Kong remains a balancer, becomes a bridge, or is absorbed indistinguishably into the rest of China, will 
ultimately depend on the evolution of politics, economics, and society on the other side of the Shenzhen 
River.  

 

                                                        
16 The chapters by Lu, Peterson, and Ford. 
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Review by Steven Levine, Retired Historian 

o a superannuated China scholar like this reviewer who learned his trade at Harvard in the 1960s, the 
very title of this book conjures up images of espionage and international intrigue, of desperate refugees 
living a hand-to-mouth existence in a spectacular but overcrowded city. I first encountered Hong 

Kong in March 1968, during a brief respite from intensive Mandarin Chinese language training in Taipei. 
Red China beckoned. It was only a short train ride from the hustle and bustle of Kowloon. Unfortunately, 
China, then in the throes of the Cultural Revolution, was terra prohibita. My U.S. passport was stamped with 
the ominous warning: Not valid for travel to or in Communist controlled portions of China. So near and yet so 
far. It is painful to recall just how superficial my understanding both of Hong Kong and of China was back 
then. The book under review, by providing a multifaceted and nuanced examination of Hong Kong during 
the Cold War, goes far to repair at least half of that deficiency. 

The half century from the onset of the Cold War in 1947 to the British handover of Hong Kong in 1997 may 
be seen in retrospect as a kind of Golden Age for Hong Kong, though certainly not for everyone. It was that, 
however, for better-off Hong Kong Chinese, for successful mainland refugees perched on the upper rungs of 
the social and political ladder, and for expatriates of all sorts from around the world who thrived in the 
reasonably well-governed, polyglot, multicultural, multi-ethnic pressure cooker that was cosmopolitan Cold 
War Hong Kong. During the Cold War, Hong Kong not only recovered from the trauma of the Japanese 
wartime occupation, but developed into a global financial and manufacturing center, and served vital 
functions as an economic, political, and cultural intermediary between a reclusive People’s Republic of China 
and a postwar U.S.-dominated West that was hostile to revolution and resentful of the anti-colonial 
nationalism changing the face of the world.  

The contributors to this book use a variety of expressions–both conventional and recondite–to convey what is 
essentially the same important if rather obvious point. Hong Kong was a ‘frontline city,’ it occupied a ‘key 
nodal position,’ it was an ‘outpost,’ ‘an arena for both the Cold War between East and West and the conflict 
between Communist and Nationalist Chinese.’ Prasenjit Duara opts for the trendy theoretical term, 
“predominantly global liminal space,” in his analysis of Hong Kong as a global frontier.1 For Stacilee Ford it 
was a “borderland where individuals from a variety of nations, cultures, ethnic and sub-ethnic groups, and 
socioeconomic classes dwelled.”2 Take your pick. The generic brand or the upscale academic label. Same 
content. Different wrappings. 

When Mao Zedong’s People’s Liberation Army surged southward as the tide turned in 1948 in China’s Civil 
War, Hong Kong’s future as a British colony appeared at risk. But as Priscilla Roberts reminds us, Qiao 
Guanhua, Mao’s agent in Hong Kong, reassured the British that the Chinese Communist Party would neither 
conquer Hong Kong by force nor seek to destabilize it from within.3 In the highly unlikely, if not impossible, 
event that the fervent wishes of Hong Kong’s contemporary young independistas are ever realized and Hong 

                                                        
1 Prasenjit Duara, “Hong Kong as a Global Frontier,” 211-231. 

2 Stacilee Ford, “‘Reel Sisters’ and Other Diplomacy: Cathay Studios and Cold War Cultural Production,” 183-
211. 

3 Priscilla Roberts, Prologue “Cold War Hong Kong: The Foundations,”15-25. 
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Kong becomes an independent city-state like Singapore, another predominantly ethnic Chinese city, they 
should erect a statue of Mao Zedong. It was he who decided not to incorporate Hong Kong into the People’s 
Republic at its founding in 1949, when erasing that stain of British imperialism could have been 
accomplished rather easily.  

Hong Kong in the Cold War, the product of an academic conference volume plus, comprises seven substantive 
research-based chapters bookended between conceptual ‘think pieces’ by two academic luminaries–Wang 
Gongwu and Prasenjit Duara–that focus on Hong Kong in a global context. Two key concepts integrate most 
of the chapters: (1) balancing; and (2) tacit mutual accommodation.  

Priscilla Roberts’ subtle analysis of Cold War Hong Kong unpacks the notion of the Cold War as a zero-sum 
ideological competition between clearly demarcated antagonists. She demonstrates the complexity of 
contending forces and the diversity of interests–economic, political, and cultural–in the Cold-War arena that 
was Hong Kong. The British colonial power had to accommodate the virulent anti-communism of its 
American ally, suppress Chinese Nationalist agents, and mollify the Chinese Communists. Beijing valued the 
city for its economic utility as a link to the outside world which helped reduce the impact of the U.S.-imposed 
economic embargo. During the 1967 riots in Hong Kong–an echo of Cultural Revolution chaos–Beijing 
curbed the ultra-leftists who wanted to eliminate this vestige of nineteenth-century colonialism. In effect, 
both the British and the Chinese Communists pursued policies of containment lest anti-Communist or 
revolutionary ideological fervor destroy a status quo that provided each of them essential long-term benefits. 
Meanwhile, Hong Kong’s British authorities gained increasing autonomy from London in managing their 
own affairs. (Parenthetically, notwithstanding Beijing’s fifty-year promissory note of a high degree of 
autonomy for the city, the chief executives of post-handover Hong Kong from Tung Chee-hwa to the current 
incumbent Leung Chun-ying have been little more than life-size puppets in a Chinese version of Japanese 
bunraku theater, with leaders in Beijing as the ningyōtsukai pulling the strings.) 

Only a fraction of David Meyer’s chapter on Hong Kong’s global business relations engages the Cold-War 
era. That period, he notes, encompassed the restoration of Hong Kong’s status as the financial hub of the Asia 
Pacific region and its rapid growth as a manufacturing center. Hong Kong’s GDP grew at an astonishing 11 
percent annual rate from 1953 to the late 1960s. Both China and Britain succeeded in limiting the effects of 
the U.S.-imposed embargo on trade with the PRC.  Unfortunately, two-thirds of Meyer’s chapter is off-topic.  

Chapters by Tracy Steele (security and defense), Lu Xun (American policy toward Hong Kong), Glen 
Petersen (Aid Refugee Chinese Intellectuals [ARCI], and Chi-kwan Mark (international, especially American, 
tourism) are substantive and insightful explorations of their subject matter. Again, the concept of balancing 
comes into play given the vortex of competing and intersecting interests. A couple of points occur to me. As 
the leader of the anti-Communist alliance (indulgently self-labeled the Free World), the United States had a 
kind of symbiotic or, perhaps more accurately, parasitic relationship with Britain, Hong Kong’s colonial 
overlord. It enjoyed the benefits of Hong Kong as a Cold War listening post, an alcohol-fueled fleshpot for its 
neo-colonial troops fighting in Vietnam, and a launching pad for anti-Communist propaganda and covert 
operations, without the responsibility of an actual colonial power. This might be termed a kind of second-
order or derivative colonialism. To be sure, there were tensions between the British and the Americans but, to 
borrow a concept from Mao Zedong, these were ‘contradictions within the people’ (read Western 
imperialists).  
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Both Glen Petersen’s chapter on ARCI and Chi-kwan Mark’s on tourism are especially good at bringing out 
the agency of various interests in Hong Kong. As lesser but nonetheless important players within the big 
power games of the Cold War, Hong Kongers were no means merely pawns. On the contrary, the roots of the 
enhanced current civic activism in Hong Kong go back to the late colonial period.  

Stacilee Ford’s analysis of three Cold War-era melodramas produced by Cathay Films, a then thriving studio 
prior to the hegemony of Shaw Brothers, is a light confection steeped in the jargon of post-modern literary 
and film criticism. To change the culinary metaphor, it is a scholarly fruitcake dense with bits of dried fruit in 
the form of too many quotations from other scholars. Such references as “situated knowledge, hybridized 
cultural backgrounds, and embodied citizenship” (197) may be entrance tickets to certain academic salons, 
but hurt the feelings of the English language.  

Missing from this book is a chapter on Chinese Communist policy toward Hong Kong during the Cold War. 
This is a major lacuna. Missing as well is a chapter on the mass refugee experience as seen from within the 
refugee community itself, though the theme of refugees is touched upon in several chapters. In Hong Kong as 
in Okinawa, the Philippines, South Korea, and other venues of Cold War contestation, the interests of 
ordinary people in states allied to and/or dependent upon the United States were often sacrificed as the price 
for security even as others among their compatriots profited from the base economy – in both senses of the 
word base.  

Prasenjit Duara’s thoughtful coda to this volume and Priscilla Roberts’ brief Afterword engage the future as 
well as the past. Whither Hong Kong? Will the Special Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of 
China that is Hong Kong continue to be a “global liminal space” or will it recede into a part of China’s 
“territorial periphery” to borrow Duara’s terms? Both he and Roberts are cautiously optimistic in the face of 
mounting evidence to the contrary. Roberts hopes that the tradition of freedom of expression and growing 
civic engagement of several generations of Hong Kongers, dating from the Cold War and continuing to the 
present, may enable Hong Kong to fulfill its role as a bridge. Duara states that “Asia beyond China is one of 
the important sources enabling Hong Kong to fulfill its functions as liminal zone, and it has become 
increasingly significant in the contemporary era when Hong Kong seeks to diversity its connections and 
option.” (221)  

To count on civic activism in Hong Kong as the means to preserve what Hong Kong has embodied for 
decades is an admirable act of faith in the face of an increasingly menacing reality. It seems naive to suppose 
that a centralizing and increasingly more powerful China will permit Hong Kong the space to play the role 
Duara envsions for it of helping to integrate China into Asia and the rest of world except in financial and 
trade transactions, areas in which Hong Kong’s business tycoons, devoid of any attachments to democracy, 
already are lapdogs of Beijing.  In Soviet writer Fazil Iskander’s fable, a rabbit tries to resist being digested by a 
boa constrictor by turning around in the snake’s gut and looking for a way out. The Umbrella Movement of 
2014, Occupy Central, and continuing opposition to Beijing’s heavy-handed manipulation of its Hong Kong 
puppets demonstrate that a least a part of Hong Kong is resisting. But odds are that long before the end of the 
fifty-year grace period ending in 2047 that Deng Xiaoping granted Hong Kong in the Anglo-British 
agreement of 1984, Hong Kong’s tuzi (rabbit) will have disappeared into Beijing’s duzi (stomach). Hong 
Kong will then become just another large city on China’s southern periphery, albeit one with memories of a 
better past.  
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Author’s response by Priscilla Roberts, City University of Macau  

or starters, let me say that I feel that H-Diplo has done this book proud. The four scholars commenting 
on it are all individuals I admire and respect enormously, both personally and in terms of their 
contributions to Chinese and Hong Kong studies. Their comments are more than generous. I am 

honored that they are treating this edited collection as a volume that has managed to “set up new research 
agendas in a well-established field” (Clayton), one that “represents an important step forward in restoring 
Hong Kong to a key place in the post-1945 history of China, Asia, and the world” and is “an excellent place 
from which to start a new conversation on Hong Kong’s singular place in the Cold War.” (Peter Hamilton)  

It was with particular if extremely bittersweet pleasure that I read the praise that both Harry Harding and 
David Clayton accord to what the latter rightly terms Tracy Steele’s “innovative chapter on the 1950s.”1 
While this volume was in preparation, Prof. Steele told me that she had been ill but was now recovering, and 
hoped that working on revising and cutting her then rather lengthy chapter would give her a focus on which 
to concentrate during her convalescence. When despite repeated follow-up e-mails I heard nothing further 
from her, I finally ventured to do some editorial work myself, seeking to preserve all her original material and 
insights, while reducing the chapter to the length the publishers had requested, which required cuts of 
something like 40 percent. Not long before the final manuscript was submitted, I learned that after a brave 
and determined fight, Prof. Steele had finally succumbed, much too young, to the illness she had been 
battling. As a female scholar in what is still often characterized as the male-dominated field of international 
history, I am especially glad that I had something to do with making sure that some of the last work of a 
courageous and vital woman is receiving the attention it deserves.  

I find very little in any of the comments with which I can honestly disagree. I am indeed flattered that four 
very fine scholars have taken this volume on board. This collection was the outcome of a conference held 
several years ago at the University of Hong Kong, on “Hong Kong in the Global Setting.”2 I had told those 
attending that we intended to publish a book, but as often happens, for several years the project languished. 
For moving what became this volume past the starting gate, I must thank Prof. Odd Arne Westad, now at the 
JFK School of Government at Harvard University. When he was in Hong Kong as a Visiting Research 
Professor, he encouraged me to go ahead with this project, rather enthusiastically telling me that far too little 
had been written on Cold War Hong Kong, and this collection would be a genuine contribution.  

At later times, I perhaps slightly sardonically wondered whether this advice was the course of true friendship, 
or a poisoned chalice. Perhaps only those who have edited such volumes know how much effort is involved in 
taking a selection of papers first delivered at a somewhat broader and more wide-ranging conference, and 
trying to draw out coherent themes that will make them into something greater than its parts. If I have even 
partially succeeded, most of the credit goes to those who originally contributed this assortment of never less 
than insightful and stimulating chapters. My own contributions to the book were written later, as it happened 
initially during the 2014 Hong Kong protests, when their outcome was still uncertain, and then revised in late 

                                                        
1 Tracy Steele, “Hong Kong in the 1950s,” in Hong Kong in the Cold War, 92-116. 

2 The conference programme is available on my Researchgate website, at: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313051229_Conference_Programme_Hong_Kong_in_the_Global_Setting_Ja
nuary_10-12_2011.  
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2015. While drawing on some significant new archival materials that no one else has yet used, in many ways 
my own chapters built on and perhaps expanded and provided new angles on the arguments of other 
contributors to the collection.3  

All four commentators highlight not just what this volume has done, but what could have been done better or 
is not there at all. In so doing, they are entirely right and justified. This collection was in many ways the 
equivalent of the thrifty housewife looking round the larder, seeing whether enough for a reasonable meal was 
available, and using it to produce what in the current Chinese Year of the Rooster should perhaps be termed 
chicken cacciatore. Commissioning additional chapters for this anthology would have been time-consuming, 
still further delaying its already overdue publication. Arguably, one of the best things about this collection is 
that it is indeed—to quote that rather irritating woman, Mary Queen of Scots, one of whose mottos was “À 
ma fin est ma commencement”—only the beginning, not the end. One subject on which the reviewers are 
effectively unanimous is that there are still huge gaps in the history of Hong Kong in the Cold War, some of 
which this volume failed to address. What can I say? Only, guilty as charged.  

Clayton rightly notes that many of the findings of this volume, especially its insights into relations between 
the British and PRC governments, must be considered provisional, given that: “Vast British and Chinese state 
archives on HK affairs have not been released for public scrutiny.” One suspects some of these files are likely 
to remain closed almost indefinitely. (But, as local Hong Kong journalists and historians have remarked, at 
least the British documents have survived, with some though certainly far from all opened every year at 
regularly scheduled intervals. It is decidedly alarming that in the two decades since the 1997 Hong Kong 
handover, the government of the Hong Kong Special Administration Region (SAR) has failed to pass archives 
legislation governing the preservation and transfer of official records to the Hong Kong Public Records Office 
(HKPRO). In this respect, it lags far behind mainland China and Macao, not to mention most Western 
countries. To date, only a minuscule selection of the materials generated by the top government bureaus, the 
offices of the Chief Executive, Chief Secretary, and Financial Secretary, have reached the HKPRO. The Hong 
Kong government admits to weeding and destroying huge quantities of documents—perhaps the majority of 
its files—when shifting headquarters in 2011.4) On the socio-economic front, Clayton highlights deficiencies 
in current understanding of labor relations in Hong Kong in the early Cold War years of 1945 to 1970, and 
the economic story of Hong Kong investment in China underlying the Sino-British negotiations of the years 
from 1970 to 1997, a period that coincided with the improvement of relations between China and the United 
States.  

With several chapters focusing on the cultural sphere, especially Hong Kong’s role as a center of U.S. Cold-
War propaganda and American policies toward the Chinese refugees who flooded into the territory in the two 
decades after 1945, Clayton would like to know more on the impact of not just American but also British and 

                                                        
3 Priscilla Roberts, “Cold War Hong Kong: The Foundations,” “Cold War Hong Kong: Juggling Opposing 

Forces and Identities,” and “Cold War Hong Kong: A Path to the Future?,” in Hong Kong in the Cold War, 15-59, 231-
238. 

4 Gary Cheung, “It’s now or never for a Hong Kong archives law, as British files reveal,” South China Morning 
Post, 9 January 2017, http://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/article/2060551/its-now-or-never-hong-kong-
archives-law-british-files-reveal; and Jason Wordie, “Then & now: a paper trail to where?,” South China Morning Post 
Magazine, 12 May 2013, http://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/article/2060551/its-now-or-never-hong-
kong-archives-law-british-files-reveal. 
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Chinese propaganda on local thinking in Hong Kong.5 All circulated within the colony. He is also curious as 
to whether the cohort of educated Chinese recruited to work as producers or translators in the extensive 
American cultural propaganda efforts based in Hong Kong—ventures that included print publications, 
broadcast radio shows, and some cinematic productions—knew that they were working for the United States 
government. Internal evidence suggests that most, though perhaps not all, were aware who was ultimately 
paying the piper. I would go further and ask whether, like the refugees from Eastern Europe and the Soviet 
Union who found similar employment in Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty during this period, these 
Chinese émigrés sought and even demanded input into the policies, operations, and outputs of these ventures.  

It is by now something of a truism that after 1949 Communist China left Hong Kong relatively undisturbed 
primarily because of the economic benefits accruing to the mainland regime from Hong Kong’s special 
status.6 But the British themselves believed that other advantages accrued to China from Hong Kong’s 
anomalous position, especially in terms of intelligence gathering, gains they would be reluctant to lose by 
annexing the territory.7 Christine Loh has likewise noted that Hong Kong provided a convenient base for 
Chinese Communist intelligence and espionage efforts.8  Mainland China admittedly valued Hong Kong as 
its own “window to Southeast Asia, Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Western world,” a “watch tower, 
weather station, and beachhead” for China that would act as “a frontline . . . to break the embargo by [the] 
US-led Western camp” on China. Communist officials clearly perceived this embargo as embracing not just 
the economic but also intellectual and informational sphere.9  

For decades, especially when other venues such as the United Nations were closed to it, Hong Kong 
undoubtedly offered a convenient locale for quiet contacts of every kind between mainland Chinese 
representatives and their Western counterparts. In 1975, for example, Robert W. Barnett, a former State 
Department career official who from 1970 headed the Asia Society’s Washington office, organizing its annual 

                                                        
5 These chapters include, at least in part, Wang Gungwu, “Hong Kong’s Twentieth Century: The Global 

Setting,” Lu Xun, “The American Cold War in Hong Kong, 1949-1960: Intelligence and Propaganda,” Glen Peterson, 
“Crisis and Opportunity: The Work of Aid Refugee Chinese Intellectuals (ARCI) in Hong Kong and Beyond,” Chi-
kwan Mark, “Hong Kong as an International Tourism Space: The Politics of American Tourism in the 1960s,” Stacilee 
Ford, “‘Reel Sisters’ and Other Diplomacy: Cathay Studios and Cold War Cultural Production,” and Prasenjit Duara, 
“Hong Kong as a Global Frontier: Interface of China, Asia, and the World,” in Hong Kong in the Cold War, 1-14, 117-
230. 

6 See, e.g., Cindy Yik-yi Chu, Chinese Communists and Hong Kong Capitalists: 1937-1997 (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2010). 

7 Calder Walton, Empire of Secrets: British Intelligence, the Cold War and the Twilight of Empire (London: 
William Collins, 2013), 332. 

8 Christine Loh, Underground Front: The Chinese Communist Party in Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 2010), 84, 94-95. 

9 Xinhua documents, as quoted in Lu Yan, “Limits to Propaganda: Hong Kong’s Leftist Media in the Cold War 
and Beyond,” in Zheng Yangwen, Hong Liu, and Michael Szonyi, eds., The Cold War in Asia: The Battle for Hearts and 
Minds (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2010), 101-102; also David Clayton, Imperialism Revisited: Political and Economic 
Relations between Britain and China, 1950-54 (Houndmills, UK: Macmillan, 1997), 120. 
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exclusive and highly confidential Williamsburg meetings bringing together elite leaders from East and 
Southeast Asia, Australasia, and North America, visited Hong Kong. While there, Barnett enjoyed a lengthy 
lunch with Lee Tsung-ying, a journalist working for the mainland-backed Ta Kung Pao newspaper in Hong 
Kong, and one of his colleagues, identified only as Wong. Barnett sent out feelers whether mainland 
representatives might be willing to attend the next Williamsburg meeting, to be held in Penang in late 1976. 
Lee expressed some interest, though ultimately Chinese delegates did not join these meetings until 1980. 
Barnett, Lee, and Wong also discussed the status of Taiwan, then a barrier to the opening of full diplomatic 
relations between China and the United States, with Barnett suggesting potential strategies for handling this 
issue. On a more personal matter, Lee and Wong confirmed rumors that Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai—then 
dying of cancer—was “an extremely sick man,” though they denied knowing precisely what his illness might 
be.10 

Harding notes that “the scope of this book is much wider than the title suggests.” Alas, I was foolish enough 
to take on board a suggestion that the three final words “in Global Perspective” be removed from the original 
title. My mistake. Harding perceptively regrets that, though three chapters in this volume deal with U.S. 
intelligence and propaganda activities in Hong Kong, the collection lacks any comparable full chapter on 
“Hong Kong’s service as China’s window on the West during the Cold War and throughout the Maoist era.” 
Steven Levine likewise laments the absence of a chapter dealing specifically with Chinese Communist policy 
towards Hong Kong during the Cold War. Influence was not necessarily all in one direction. I myself would 
love to see more produced on the impact of Hong Kong experiences upon those mainland Chinese cadres—
journalists, businessmen, diplomats, intelligence operatives, or propagandists—who had dealings with it. Did 
lengthy familiarity with and exposure to the fairly harsh capitalist system of Hong Kong have any influence, 
for example, upon China’s decision in the late 1970s and early 1980s to embrace free-market norms? And I 
well remember one highly-connected female Chinese academic telling me in the late 1980s that party 
members in Beijing not uncommonly regarded overly enthusiastic fellow Communists from Hong Kong as 
something of a joke. Like British expatriates in the colonies, they tended to go overboard and be more royalist 
than the king.  

Producing comprehensive studies of these topics would, of course, require extensive access to Chinese sources, 
ideally the internal records rather than simply the publications of such communist-backed organizations as 
Xinhua (the New China News Agency) and the Da Gung Bao and Ming Bao newspapers. While memoirs and 
oral histories from the Chinese side have appeared, together with some documentary materials, too often 
Chinese archival records are not as yet readily available.11 One result is that, as Hamilton’s review notes, too 
much of recent Hong Kong—and indeed Chinese—history is largely written from Western perspectives and 
Western sources. (In the case of China, increasingly supplemented by materials from former Soviet-bloc 
archives.) Several chapters in this collection, as Hamilton notes, conform to this pattern, drawing heavily on 
Western original sources and secondary works, with references to Chinese material somewhat limited. 

                                                        
10 Robert W. Barnett, “Trip Report October 13-November 11, 1975,” File 807 Asia Society 1975, Box 120, 

Series Grants, Rockefeller Brothers Fund Papers, Rockefeller Archive Center, Tarrytown, NY. 

11 On the current situation in Chinese archives, see Charles Kraus, Researching the History of the People’s Republic 
of China, Cold War International History Project Working Paper No. 79 (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center, 
April 2016). Available online at https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/researching-the-history-the-peoples-republic-
china.  
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Hamilton further regrets that the experiences, outlooks, and views of the bulk of Hong Kong people are too 
often absent. Many of the shortcomings Hamilton discerns could, he believes, have been repaired by making 
greater use of the “untapped government records, historical newspapers and magazines, oral history 
interviews, missionary papers, and other ephemera in both Chinese and English” housed in Hong Kong’s 
Public Records Office and other archives in the city. These would, Hamilton believes, be particularly valuable 
in documenting the various Cold War outreach and propaganda campaigns “that targeted ordinary Chinese 
refugees as props in the Cold War’s battle for hearts and minds.”  Levine too would have welcomed “a chapter 
on the mass refugee experience as seen from within the refugee community itself.” I hope that Glen Peterson 
will follow up these suggestions in his ongoing study of Hong Kong refugees, of which his chapter in this 
volume gives only a foretaste.12  

Movements of people have always been central to Hong Kong’s history. Hamilton calls for greater attention 
to the impact and reception within Hong Kong of the Vietnamese boat people who arrived from the late 
1970s to the early 1990s, something that my former colleague John D. Wong has begun addressing.13 
Hamilton also suggests closer scrutiny of the mass transnational migrations of middle and upper class Hong 
Kong residents to the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand in the 1980s and 1990s, moves 
triggered in large part by apprehensions over the impending return of Hong Kong to Communist rule in 
1997. They were also—though Hamilton does not mention this—facilitated by the gradual relaxation during 
the Cold War years of racist immigration policies that had previously excluded most Asians from those 
destinations. 

In terms of sources, I would argue that while—as Hamilton suggests—perspectives drawing on local and 
Chinese materials should both feature more extensively in work on Hong Kong’s history, other resources are 
likewise significant. Official records in the Australian National Archives in Canberra and its branches in each 
Australian state, the Library and Archives of Canada in Ottawa, and the New Zealand Archives in 
Wellington, all contain extensive runs of files on Hong Kong, including its internal affairs and external 
relations with numerous countries. Many of these materials have only recently been opened. For those 
studying immigration history, Australia has numerous individual records of migrants from Hong Kong, while 
business interactions are also well documented. Whereas the US National Archives has become decidedly slow 
in declassifying official US State Department and other governmental files, the British Commonwealth 
archives are generally emulating the United Kingdom, which is moving steadily to a twenty-year access rule, 
and accelerating the opening of official records. The archives of non-governmental organizations, notably 
such major foundations as the Carnegie, Rockefeller, and Ford clusters of institutions and other bodies 
associated with them, for example, the Asia Society, the Committee for Scholarly Communication with the 
People’s Republic of China, and the National Committee on US-China Relations, are further important 
resources, especially in terms of support for educational and cultural exchanges at both official and non-
governmental levels. Many such collections have now been gathered together in the Rockefeller Archive 
Center at Tarrytown in upstate New York. The holdings of foreign policy think tanks, many with close 
connections to their own governments, can be equally enlightening, and are too often ignored. Institutions 

                                                        
12 Peterson, “Crisis and Opportunity,” 141-159. 

13 John D. Wong, “‘Bat Lau Dung Laai’: Shifting Hong Kong Perspectives Toward the Vietnamese Boat 
People,” in China, Hong Kong, and the Long 1970s: Global Perspectives, eds. Priscilla Roberts and Odd Arne Westad 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, forthcoming). 
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such as the World Bank and the United Nations likewise maintain their own archives, to which scholars can 
obtain access. Missionary archives are another rich resource. And this summary does not even begin to address 
what may be available elsewhere in Asia, or in continental Europe. Business connections and the overseas 
Chinese networks of people and money transcended national boundaries. 

On the broadest scale, Hamilton argues that “historians of modern China, the British Empire, Cold-War 
international history, [and] ‘historians of capitalism’ have largely neglected Hong Kong, and that, though 
“Hong Kong’s impact on the world has been outsized and obvious, … its history has remained a niche 
subject.” Hamilton ascribes this to the fact that by its very ambivalent nature, Hong Kong’s history 
intrinsically “challenges the nation-state framework that still constrains most historical scholarship.” This 
outlook pervades Prasenjit Duara’s stimulating chapter in this collection. It also has direct relevance to some 
of the political dilemmas facing Hong Kong today, especially the question of Hong Kong’s status.  

Hamilton calls for further study of the local impact in Hong Kong of the Tiananmen Square Demonstrations 
and their eventual brutal suppression on June 4, 1989. These events provoked the most massive public 
protests ever seen in Hong Kong, with up to one-third of the population on the streets. Political influence was 
by no means a one-way street. The flagship mainland Bank of China building sported a huge white mourning 
banner, trailing down hundreds of feet, placed there by its (non-local) staff. Xu Jiatun, head of the Xinhua 
News Agency, which at that time functioned as China’s de facto liaison office in Hong Kong, who had held 
his position since 1983, sympathized with the Beijing protesters, and permitted mainland staffers in Hong 
Kong to hold commemorative events on their behalf. Xu fled to the United States in 1990, spending the final 
26 years of his life there, eventually dying in Los Angeles in June 2016 at the venerable age of 100. But Xu, 
who had good relations with democratic leaders in Hong Kong and was willing to tolerate their political 
activities, also had serious reservations over the introduction of full democracy into Hong Kong, let alone 
China. In 2007, he warned Hong Kong pan-democratic political leaders that it would be wise to accept one-
party rule in Hong Kong.14 Little in Chinese or Hong Kong politics—which had the knack of making the 
average corkscrew appear straightforward—was ever simple. Since the 2014 Hong Kong protests, the 
emphasis at the annual commemorative vigils held every year in Hong Kong’s Victoria Park on the 
anniversary of June Fourth has apparently switched from commemorating the 1989 deaths in or near 
Tiananmen Square to expressing apprehensions over Hong Kong’s own future. Among political activists, 
especially young people, the rise of localist feeling in Hong Kong seems to have precipitated decreased 
concern for democracy in China, dwindling identification with the mainland, and a more intense focus upon 
the prospects for Hong Kong. 

Not least because these prospects are considered questionable. Harding and Levine both express skepticism 
over the expectations of David Meyer, that the economic benefits China obtains from Hong Kong would 

                                                        
14 “Xu Jiatun, the Communist Cadre Who Reached Out to All Sectors in Hong Kong,” South China Morning 

Post, 29 June 2016, http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/1983213/xu-jiatun-communist-cadre-who-
reached-out-all-sectors-hong; Gary Cheung and Choi Chi-yuk, “Xu Jiatun, Beijing’s Former Top Man in Hong Kong 
Who Fled to US After Tiananmen, Dies at 100,” South China Morning Post, 30 June 2016, 
http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/1983140/xu-jiatun-beijings-former-top-man-hong-kong-who-
fled-us.  

http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/1983213/xu-jiatun-communist-cadre-who-reached-out-all-sectors-hong
http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/1983213/xu-jiatun-communist-cadre-who-reached-out-all-sectors-hong
http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/1983140/xu-jiatun-beijings-former-top-man-hong-kong-who-fled-us
http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/1983140/xu-jiatun-beijings-former-top-man-hong-kong-who-fled-us


H-Diplo Roundtable Review, Vol. XVIII, No. 29 (2017) 

24 | P a g e  
 

continue to safeguard its special status, especially in the political realm.15 They find it difficult to have any 
confidence that the now longstanding tradition of civic activism in Hong Kong highlighted by Prasenjit 
Duara, and the territory’s equally well-established ability to navigate its way through politically menacing 
shoals, that I mention in my own brief Afterword, will prove sufficiently strong and effective to enable it to 
overcome the current challenges to its autonomy.16 Perhaps the most honest answer one can offer to such 
criticisms is that one must hope for the best, even while fearing for the worst.  

The 1967 riots in Hong Kong offer an instructive comparison with the recent protests. In both cases, the 
precipitating factors included frustrations over poor economic prospects and a perceived sense of social 
injustice. In the mid-1960s, these were compounded by the fact that many in the police and judiciary were 
perceived as brutal, corrupt, and sometimes in collusion with organized crime, with ordinary people powerless 
to resist abuses and finding nowhere to turn. In 1967, leftists in Hong Kong inspired by the Cultural 
Revolution over the border seized on and quickly politicized what began as demonstrations against wage cuts 
and dismissals. With the tacit support of the mainland government, the British authorities in Hong Kong 
cracked down hard on these protests and eventually suppressed them. Afterwards, however, the Hong Kong 
government expanded its housing program and improved healthcare and educational provisions for the broad 
population. An Independent Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) was established, with the objective of 
cleaning up abuses and favoritism within government and beyond. Civic activists became increasingly 
assertive in addressing social problems through voluntary organizations, a tradition already well established 
within the Hong Kong community. And Hong Kong tycoons and big business were expected to demonstrate 
a sense of social responsibility by supporting philanthropic undertakings that benefited the broader 
community.17 

Fifty years later, the political scene in Hong Kong is clearly far from identical to that of 1967. The world has 
moved on, as have China and Hong Kong. Half a century ago, frustration was particularly intense among 
Hong Kong’s working population; today, the middle class and young people are disenchanted with the 
prospects facing them. And the fundamental challenge in Hong Kong has targeted not the British who 
administered Hong Kong on Chinese sufferance, but the authorities in Beijing and those whom critics 
consider their Hong Kong stooges. Leung Chun-ying is widely believed to have been a covert Communist 
Party member for most of his career. Why he should even have wished to abandon his lucrative business 
pursuits for the treacherous waters of top Hong Kong politics remains something of a mystery. He was 
anathema to many in the Hong Kong political and financial establishment. One is willing to believe that Mr. 
Tung Chee-hwa came under some pressure from within Hong Kong and from Beijing to accept the job of 
Chief Executive. Mr. Leung, by contrast, campaigned brutally for the office and went to some pains to 
discredit his most formidable rival. Even so, only 689 of the 1200-strong electoral committee voted for him.  

                                                        
15 David R. Meyer, “Hong Kong’s Enduring Global Business Relations,” in Hong Kong in the Cold War, 60-91. 

16 Duara, “Hong Kong as a Global Frontier,” 211-230. 

17 On this period, new insights are offered by Valeria Zanier, Roberto Peruzzi, and Chi-kwan Mark, in Zanier 
and Peruzzi, ”1967 as the Turning Point in Hong Kong-British-PRC Economic Relations,” and Mark, “Crisis or 
Opportunity? Britain, China, and the Decolonization of Hong Kong in the Long 1970s,” in China, Hong Kong, and the 
Long 1970s, eds. Roberts and Westad (forthcoming). 
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Once in office, the policies Leung espoused were often quite sensible. But in terms of political ineptitude and 
saying the wrong thing at the perfect time, he demonstrated something of a tin ear. He became the chief 
executive the pan-democrats in the Legislative Council loved to hate. Opinion polls revealed that his 
popularity ratings consistently remained extremely low. Although they would have been less restrictive than 
the existing system, the limited electoral reforms that his administration proposed soon became the focus of 
fierce attacks, for moving too slowly in the direction of democracy. Eventually, they triggered spectacular 
protests, with the center of Hong Kong, plus portions of the Causeway Bay shopping area and Mongkok in 
Kowloon, a more down-market neighborhood, occupied by protesters for 79 days.  

At least one eminent sinologist of my acquaintance is convinced that during and perhaps even before the 
Hong Kong protests, the Chinese government and the Hong Kong establishment forces that normally 
support it ultimately had an unstated agenda: to preserve the existing system, whereby a small electoral 
committee of just under 1200 individuals selects the chief executive. At the time, he correctly predicted that, 
whatever else happened, the proposed electoral reform legislation introduced by C. Y. Leung’s administration, 
that would have allowed all eligible Hong Kong voters to make the final decision on the choice of the next 
chief executive by universal suffrage, albeit from among candidates chosen by an admittedly restricted 
nominating committee, would not win passage in the Legislative Council (LegCo). From this perspective, 
with Beijing and its supporters soon developing cold feet over Leung’s electoral reforms, the refusal of most 
pan-democrats to vote for the government’s proposals represented a blessing in disguise for the Chinese and 
Hong Kong authorities. According to this analysis, even if the pan-democrats had ultimately declined to allow 
the best to be the enemy of the good, ignored the objections of determined critics such as University of Hong 
Kong Associate Professor of Law Benny Tai who believed these reforms did not go far enough, decided that 
half a loaf was better than none, and backed the legislation, a number of government supporters in LegCo 
would have changed their votes to ensure that the bill still failed to pass. This Machiavellian interpretation of 
events may or may not be accurate. What we do know is that, in a chaotic finale, most of the pro-government 
camp walked out, ostensibly because they were waiting for a laggard colleague, and failed to vote at all on the 
proposals, which went down to defeat.  

On all sides, Hong Kong’s great and good were clearly shocked by the protests, especially by the social and 
generational polarization they revealed. Many ascribed the prevailing disaffection among young people to 
economic factors, especially the soaring cost of housing and the growing gap between the wealthy elite and the 
rest of the community, as well as their sense of powerlessness in the face of a government that seemed 
dominated by big business and unresponsive to popular concerns. A rising sense of alienation from China, 
expressed in the emergence for the first time of a separatist movement in Hong Kong, and also in local 
resentment of and hostility toward mainlanders, was a source of particular concern to the Beijing authorities. 
A raft of proposals to address many of these issues quickly emerged, some—especially expanding the supply of 
public housing—directly sponsored by the government, others the brainchildren of a wide variety of civic and 
community organizations. Setting up think tanks intended to solve these problems became almost a Hong 
Kong hobby, a strategy seemingly embraced by almost every senior political and business figure.  

The final version of this book went to press in early 2016, well before the recent competition for the not 
entirely enviable position of Chief Executive of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region of China was 
under way. At that time, Mr. Leung Chun-ying seemed likely to seek a second term, with the concurrence 
and backing of the Beijing authorities. That did not happen. In December 2016 he made an unexpected 
announcement that, due to pressing family problems, he would not run for the office again. Beijing has since 
offered him an honorific though prestigious position, the Chinese equivalent of being “kicked upstairs” to the 
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House of Lords in Britain. The deeply unpopular C. Y. Leung’s removal from the position of Chief Executive 
was one of the key demands of the Hong Kong protesters. In that sense, at least, whether or not they wish to 
recognize the fact, they ultimately won.  

Under neither British nor Chinese administration has the Hong Kong political system ever been democratic. 
But for at least half a century and perhaps more, it has demonstrated a considerable ability to respond to 
popular sentiment, usually without any open acknowledgment that the wheels are even in motion. About 
half-way through his second term opinion poll ratings of Tung Chee-hwa, Hong Kong’s first post-handover 
chief executive, dropped dramatically, probably a response to the economic difficulties resulting from the 
SARS crisis, and also in reaction to the government’s failed attempt to introduction Article 23 national 
security legislation. Beijing never abandoned overt support for him. But the authorities up north began to feel 
great concern that the stress of continued office might be detrimental to Mr. Tung’s continued good health. 
So in 2005 he resigned the onerous duties of chief executive, accepting instead an honorific but prestigious 
appointment as vice-chairman of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, China’s top 
advisory body. In March 2017, Mr. C.Y. Leung was awarded the same position. 

Exactly who was to succeed him was a more controversial issue. The Beijing authorities wish to retain 
ultimate control of Hong Kong, not least by having a hand-picked chief executive of their own choice 
heading the government. They have also been forced to recognize that a leader who is unpopular with major 
sectors of the Hong Kong community is likely to prove ineffective and may well become a liability. In the 
2017 contest, Beijing ruthlessly jettisoned its loyal but controversial supporter Mrs. Regina Ip Lau Suk-yee, a 
woman whose overly open ambition for power perhaps undercut her considerable abilities. Among the three 
surviving contestants, the main contenders were two civil servants: John Tsang Chun-wah, until January 2017 
the Financial Secretary of Hong Kong, who had for some time made no secret of his desire to run for the 
position; and Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-Ngor, until January 2017 the chief secretary, the head of the 
administrative civil service, who had loyally backed C. Y. Leung’s policies ever since he took office. Mrs. Lam, 
who had previously denied she had any interest in becoming Chief Executive, was apparently under some 
pressure from Beijing to reverse her stance. For whatever reason—rumor suggested that Chinese officials felt 
John Tsang worked too closely with Chris Patten, Hong Kong’s last British governor—Beijing made it very 
clear that Mrs. Lam was its preferred candidate, and the Chinese government therefore expected pro-Beijing 
political groups to support her.  

Nominations by the 1,194 committee members are made public, and candidates required at least 150 
nominations to progress to its final ballot, in which voting is secret. The winner needed to gain a minimum of 
601 votes. Mrs. Lam submitted a formidable total of 580 nominations, all from the pro-Beijing and 
establishment camp. John Tsang came up with a mere 165, but they were drawn from across the political 
spectrum, including the pan-democrats. Former Judge Woo Kwok-hing, a pan-democrat, received 180 
nominations, all from pan-democrats. But Tsang, although viewed as an underdog, represented the main 
competition to Mrs. Lam.  

Beijing’s approval for Mrs. Lam proved a decidedly mixed blessing. Two former civil servants ran against each 
other. In terms of policies, there was not a great deal to choose between them. John Tsang was more fiscally 
conservative than Carrie Lam, who even—most unusually for Hong Kong—questioned the need to balance 
the budget every year. Tsang declared his willingness and ability to work with the Chinese authorities, even 
though they hinted that should he ultimately win the election, Beijing would not appoint him. Tsang, a 
martial arts enthusiast who wished to erect a second statue in Hong Kong commemorating the kung fu film 
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star Bruce Lee, was significantly more popular with Hong Kong people. With considerable professionalism, 
he ran a campaign aimed at winning broad public support, not just simply securing the endorsement of the 
members of the small nominating and electoral committee. For some years, Tsang had maintained a blog, 
which allowed him to share his views on politics and other subjects with all who might be interested. His 
election manifesto was unveiled with considerable fanfare. He has also set up a crowdfunding campaign. Faute 
de mieux, Mrs. Lam was forced to emulate her rival. The two openly competed as to who would do the best 
job, in terms of housing, education, and public spending, with each criticizing the other’s preferred solutions 
and indeed the other’s record in office. Mrs. Lam accused John Tsang outright of “populism,” even as she 
promised significant expansions of public spending that would benefit ordinary Hong Kong people.18 In 
effect, an election campaign of sorts took place. The level of discourse at least focused largely on policy, a 
rather more edifying spectacle than the mudslinging allegations of sexual improprieties and breaches of Hong 
Kong’s building regulations that were high points of the 2012 nomination contest.  

In reality, the candidates’ respective performances had little impact on the outcome. Some members of the 
electoral committee initially hedged their bets. Li Ka-shing, Hong Kong’s richest man and a member of the 
nominating and electoral committee, declared that he personally would not nominate any candidate, though 
he would vote.19 A total of 269 members of the committee ultimately did likewise and chose to submit no 
nomination. There were faint indications that Chinese support for Mrs. Lam might not be unbudging. A few 
days after the nominating process closed, a local think tank executive with close ties to Beijing stated that the 
Chinese central authorities would find it difficult to avoid appointing whichever candidate won the election, 
given the “political storm” that would result, and that none of the three candidates threatened “the national 
interest.”20 The widely respected political commentator Frank Ching urged Beijing to exercise restraint and 
refrain from meddling in the election, warning that to do so would greatly weaken the “one country, two 
systems” principle that supposedly governs relations between Hong Kong and the mainland authorities. 
Moreover, he warned, should Mrs. Lam’s victory be perceived as the product of Chinese pressure, this would 
from the very beginning undercut her legitimacy.21  

                                                        
18 Tony Cheung, “In apparent swipe at John Tsang, Carrie Lam warns against populism in Hong Kong poll,” 

South China Morning Post, 5 February 2017, http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/2068200/apparent-
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But the Chinese government chose to stick to its guns. Eventually, from Li Ka-shing and his sons down, the 
great majority in the pro-establishment camp succumbed to heavy-handed pressure from Beijing and 
supported Mrs. Lam.22 Opinion polls revealed that by the time the contest was decided, over 50 percent of 
Hong Kong people preferred John Tsang, and a mere 31 percent Mrs. Lam. Yet the same polls also showed 
that most Hong Kong people believed that, thanks to the Chinese authorities’ blessing, Mrs. Lam would 
ultimately succeed Leung as chief executive. Many did so in a spirit of resigned pragmatism and realistic 
acceptance of the inevitable.23  They were correct. On 26 March 2017, she received 777 votes, virtually all 
from groups regarded as pro-Beijing. The pan-democrats voted en bloc for John Tsang, who won 365 votes, 
with the third candidate, Judge Woo, garnering a mere 21. 

Beijing’s support for Mrs. Lam was by no means the only disquieting Chinese move during the election 
period. The annual meetings of the National People’s Congress and the Chinese People’s Political 
Consultative Conference took place in Beijing at the beginning of March. During the “two sessions,” 
delegates not directly concerned with Hong Kong affairs broke with precedent to express their views on Hong 
Kong issues. One retired general suggested that, should “disorder” break out in Hong Kong in future, the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) contingent stationed in the city should if necessary intervene to suppress 
“riots,” a proposal that breached the Garrison Law concluded in 1996. Other delegates applauded the ruling 
by the National People’s Congress in November 2016, that two Hong Kong lawmakers who favored 
independence for the territory were not entitled to take their seats. It was widely assumed that the central 
government was using these figures as proxies to float views held by current officials.24 These were only the 
latest in a series of incursions upon Hong Kong’s autonomy.  In the past eighteen months, Chinese security 
operatives have apparently kidnapped and spirited out of Hong Kong publishers producing books that the 
Chinese leadership considered offensive. More recently, a mainland billionaire was likewise abducted from his 
luxury penthouse in Hong Kong, to assist with corruption inquiries. Localist Hong Kong politicians who won 
seats in the September 2016 Legislative Council elections were not permitted to take their seats, a decision 
that is now being challenged in the courts. And in February 2017, David Dufton, a British-born Hong Kong 
judge was widely attacked by mainland journalists and law professors and by pro-Beijing forces in Hong Kong 
for imposing two-year prison sentences on police officers convicted of assaulting a prominent local activist 
during the 2014 protests. Some—including the son of a former PLA general—even urged that Dufton should 
himself be beaten up, a move that many Hong Kong lawyers condemned as jeopardizing the rule of law itself 
in Hong Kong.25 
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There is, of course, a saying: Be careful for you wish for; you might get it. It is just possible that this has now 
become the case for the mainland government. However effective it may have been in ensuring Mrs. Lam’s 
victory, Beijing’s support for her represents a decided political liability. It was also decidedly unfortunate that 
the administration of C.Y. Leung, who will remain chief executive until the end of June 2017, chose finally to 
bring charges of “public nuisance” against the top leaders of the 2014 Hong Kong protests the day after Mrs. 
Lam’s selection as Hong Kong’s next chief executive.26 Beijing did all in its power to ensure Carrie Lam’s 
ultimate victory, not least by actively discouraging several other potential candidates, including not just 
Regina Ip but also the long-time communist Jasper Tsang Yok-tsing, president of the Legislative Council 
from 2008 to 2016, who was well respected across the political spectrum. Mrs. Lam, who will take office at 
the age of sixty, is significantly younger than any of her actual or potential competitors and, should her first 
term be even relatively smooth, quite likely to serve ten years as chief executive. This may well have been one 
point in her favor, so far as her patrons were concerned. Micro-managing irritatingly stubborn Hong Kong 
people must often seem a thankless task, one the mainland authorities would wish when possible to delegate 
to a suitably pliant and malleable surrogate.  

The real question, then, is whether Mrs. Lam will simply live up to these expectations, or will she become her 
own woman. There is a long tradition of supposedly innocuous political candidates—Pope John XXIII was 
one shining example—surprising their sponsors and becoming decisive and even inspirational leaders after 
taking power. Could this happen in Hong Kong? Unquestionably, Lam is well aware that Beijing’s backing 
for her has been a mixed blessing.27 She does have one great advantage: she did not seek this position, and 
even stated, in one campaign interview, that she would resign should she lose the support of “mainstream 
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opinion.”28 Both she and her campaign manager, Bernard Chan, an experienced Hong Kong politician and 
Executive Council member who is likely to become convenor of her cabinet, have publicly stressed the need 
for social unity in Hong Kong, and the importance of reaching out to the increasingly powerful pan-
democrats and including them in the government, rather than leaving them to criticize—and obstruct—from 
the political wilderness.29  Within two days of her election, Lam pledged that in her administration, ministers 
would be responsible for their own portfolios and would not rely on the Beijing Liaison Office in Hong Kong 
to lobby pro-establishment legislators to support unpopular policies.30 Lam apparently brought up these issues 
when meeting with Liaison Office representatives on Wednesday, three days after her selection, and won the 
agreement of the Liaison Office to this approach.31 She has been helped by the fact that her arch-rival John 
Tsang has proved gracious in defeat, and urged Hong Kong people to think of the good of the community 
and rally round the victorious candidate. Mainland representatives, who may have learnt some lessons from 
the campaign experience, are also proving surprisingly conciliatory. Immediately after Lam’s selection, one 
Beijing academic promptly urged an end to such extra-legal Chinese activities as the kidnapping of 
recalcitrant booksellers, and the inclusion of “moderate democrats” not simply within the Hong Kong 
government, but also in mainland institutions and agencies.32 Tacit changes of course, especially in response 
to what leaders choose to define as contradictions in the internal or external environment, are by no means 
unknown in China. Such bargains and concessions are often best concluded in silence, with no 
acknowledgment on either side that any negotiations have occurred or understandings been reached.  

Lam undoubtedly has some advantages, not least that she does not evoke the visceral distrust and dislike that 
her predecessor, C.Y. Leung, inspired in many in Hong Kong. If nothing else, she has shown a slightly 
disarming readiness to admit that she had much to learn in terms of running a political campaign. Hong 
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Kong’s next Chief Executive will undoubtedly have to perform a difficult balancing act, seeking to satisfy and 
mediate between both the Chinese government and the Hong Kong community. Not to mention trying to 
heal the internal social and political divisions opened by the 2014 protests. This may require being willing to 
face up to the fact that, as Leung himself told the international press during the protests, half the people of 
Hong Kong earn US$1,800 a month or less. Open elections would, he explained, raise the risk that poorer 
residents would win a dominant voice in politics and then exert pressure for the creation of a welfare state, 
something that Hong Kong big business—which, broadly speaking, backs Beijing—has for decades 
adamantly resisted.33 Far from Hong Kong being a model free-market system, as the Chicago school 
economist Milton Friedman and his followers liked to claim, in practice the absence of democracy has 
permitted it to function as an oligopoly, dominated by a relatively small number of politically influential large 
businesses, that control major portions of the local economy, profit astronomically from an inflated housing 
market and property sector and stock market speculation, and benefit from low personal and corporate tax 
rates. Income inequality is pronounced and growing, with money the measure of all things. The Hong Kong 
population is ageing, with extremely high longevity, but retirement provisions are often inadequate.  

One might even suggest that the state of present-day Hong Kong epitomizes the ultimate outcome of the free-
market, anti-regulatory paradigm of globalization that has since the late 1970s become increasingly dominant 
in economic thinking across the world. The unanticipated results of Brexit and the recent US presidential 
election in large part reflected protest votes against this model and its effects by those who believed that under 
globalization they had lost out. Even under the current decidedly restricted selection committee system, a free 
election in Hong Kong, where the absence of democracy has magnified the impact of globalization, would 
almost certainly have brought a comparable upset. The Chinese government, as it has repeatedly 
demonstrated, hates political unpredictability. Lam has already promised to address the housing shortage, 
introduce educational reforms, and consider changes to the tax system. Political reform is likely to prove more 
difficult, one reason, undoubtedly, why to date Lam has left it on the back burner. Even Li Ka-shing 
suggested in 2016 that increases in Hong Kong corporate tax are advisable.34 Other tycoons may be less 
amenable to government policies that would cut into their profits. Genuine political reform would diminish 
their power to block these, while breaking the ill-assorted coalition of leftist working-class elements, most 
notably the Democratic Alliance for the Betterment and Progress of Hong Kong (DAB), big business, and 
some professionals that has backed Beijing since at least the 1980s. If Mrs. Lam is to succeed in tackling the 
problems facing Hong Kong, she will need to demonstrate considerable political acumen and the ability to 
reach out to a wide range of allies. 

Hong Kong people have in the past proved creative in reinventing themselves, adapting to changing 
circumstances, balancing between opposites, and reconciling the seemingly irreconcilable. But it takes two to 
tango. As Harding notes, Hong Kong’s future will largely depend on decisions made north of the Shenzhen 
river. But not entirely. Hong Kong’s future will in part be affected by the qualities of ordinary people, who 
have often shown great resilience, and also by the caliber of the leadership they are offered.  The performances 
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of at least some of Hong Kong’s top post-handover officials have been less than inspiring. At exactly the same 
time the Hong Kong protests were in progress, former chief secretary Rafael Hui Si-yan, who held that 
position during the tenure of chief executive Donald Tsang Yam-kuen, was standing trial on charges of 
misconduct in public office, namely, allegations that he had accepted bribes of HK$19.7 million 
(approximately US$2.5 million) from local business tycoons. Hui was convicted in December 2014, as were 
several business associates of his, though the case is still currently under appeal. While the trial was in 
progress, former chief executive Donald Tsang, Hui’s predecessor as Chief Secretary, was also under 
investigation on similar charges, albeit involving less substantial sums. In February 2017, Tsang was convicted 
on one charge of misconduct in public office. During the protests, the news also broke that days before he 
announced he would run for the position, chief executive Leung Chun-ying had concluded a complex but 
financially advantageous deal whereby he sold his interests in an insolvent British company to an Australian 
firm, for a total of around HK$50 million (over US$ 6 million). Most other investors in the business lost 
money. Leung not only received a substantial sum up front, but for two additional years collected annual 
payments that each amounted to four or five times his official salary of approximately HK$4 million (over 
US$500,000). In July 2016 the head of Hong Kong’s ICAC was fired without explanation, a move many 
interpreted as an attempt by the chief executive to block ongoing investigations of his financial arrangements. 
Whether more surprises from the Hong Kong, British, or Australian authorities are in store, only the future 
can reveal. 

Special favors and deals on this scale in the top-most ranks of Hong Kong’s rather amply remunerated 
government servants, potentially involving two out of three post-handover chief executives and two out of 
four post-handover chief secretaries, as well as prominent figures within the business elite, are disturbing. 
They can only encourage cynical suspicions that at the highest levels, too many of Hong Kong’s top people 
are motivated primarily by short-term personal and financial self-interest, with little understanding of, let 
alone respect for, the purportedly fundamental principles of the system that they are administering. They are 
also symptomatic of a broader short-sighted arrogance and sense of entitlement that pervades much of Hong 
Kong’s bureaucratic and business apparatus, which is too often run by individuals who work on the blithe 
assumption that their operations are not subject to scrutiny and that policies, regulations, and the law exist 
only to be ignored. Or, on the kindest interpretation, by individuals who believe that at all costs the boss must 
be kept happy, even when this requires defending the indefensible. 

Since the 2014 protests, much has been heard of Beijing-inspired political interference in Hong Kong’s 
assorted universities and consequent threats to academic freedom. Far more insidious and deep-rooted 
problems, however, afflict much of the tertiary education sector: maladministration, corruption, favoritism, 
victimization, and deep-rooted and systemic sexism are pervasive, even run-of-the-mill in at least some 
institutions, compounded and facilitated by an authoritarian management style that focuses on covering up 
rather than tackling abuses. Breaches of official government ordinances, as well as institutions’ own internal 
policies, are routine. A top-down Leninist operational style is standard, as is rule by terror. One eminent 
visiting academic at a major Hong Kong university remarked that even in Southern Europe, he had seen 
nothing so bad. Despite some shining exceptions, Hong Kong’s academic sector is fundamentally deeply 
flawed, in ways that far transcend—though they may well facilitate—political meddling. These are not 
isolated problems; much the same is true of many other public institutions in the territory, that are too often 
bedeviled by sclerotic bureaucracies, incompetent management, and bad practices, a heritage derived from a 
combination of colonial paternalism and bastard Confucianism. Levine thinks it likely that in thirty years’ 
time, Hong Kong will be “just another large city on China’s southern periphery.” If so, its own internal flaws 
and defects will have been significantly responsible.  
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It is small wonder that young people in Hong Kong are confused and discontented. From kindergarten 
upward, civic virtues and values are drummed into them. Hong Kong is plastered with posters encouraging 
every aspect of good citizenship, be it environmental sustainability, public hygiene, reporting corruption, or 
undertaking volunteer work. The disconnect between these exhortations and what happens in the dog-eat-dog 
real life world is often a gaping chasm. Hong Kong faces profound external challenges, and negotiating its 
relationship with China will at best be a tough assignment for its next leader, who will find her course beset 
with difficulties. Yet for Hong Kong’s great and good, addressing the widespread malaise, despondency, and 
pessimism of local people may prove a still more demanding task. Confucian values mandate deference to 
elders and superiors. But this is not a one-way street. The relationship is expected to be reciprocal, with such 
respect conditioned upon admirable behavior that deserves and earns appropriate recognition.  

Can Hong Kong’s existing political and business leaders live up to this pattern? Many in Hong Kong’s elite 
are undoubtedly people of integrity with a strong commitment to their community, who offer excellent and 
accomplished role models. Yet according to Gresham’s rather depressing law of economics, the bad money 
often drives out the good. To change the metaphor slightly, when the coin is tossed, which way will the penny 
fall? Hong Kong people face two sets of interlocking problems, which almost certainly cannot be addressed in 
isolation from each other. Dealing with these will require a level of confidence in Hong Kong’s future and in 
the available political leaders that have rarely been in evidence in recent years. In the past, Hong Kong people 
have proved adept in devising innovative strategies that have reconciled conflicting pressures, and then 
adapting these to fit changing circumstances. Tackling the current turbulent situation facing Hong Kong 
within and without will require an open mind, not to mention both luck and judgment, a happy combination 
that none of Hong Kong’s first three Chief Executives displayed. One can only hope their successor will be 
more fortunate. 
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