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INTRODUCTION 

 

Hong Kong is a small but densely populated city with a population of about seven 

million. In this small region, over 28,000 people are reported to be learning Japanese, the 

ninth highest in the world
1
. Although it is readily apparent that Hong Kong is experiencing 

a great Japanese influence on food, fashion, entertainment and life-style
2
, it is not very 

clear whether this is the main reason for the popularity of Japanese learning.   

 The development of Japanese studies in Hong Kong has been described by 

scholars and Japanese educators
3
. Yet, in many cases, the description focuses on a 

particular area, such as tertiary education, or a particular time like the period under the 

Japanese occupation. Therefore a thorough examination of Japanese studies in the region 

has not been carried out. It seems there would be great value in investigating the 

development in detail and analyzing the background.  

 A study of Hong Kong’s history would appear to reveal particular characteristics 

of the local people. In this thesis, the investigation focuses on three elements which are 

predominant in Hong Kong people’s mentality, namely ‘insecurity’, ‘pragmatism’ and 

‘flexibility’. These characteristics are likely to have been strongly influenced by the 

complex Hong Kong background as a British colony and once as a Japanese occupied 

territory before returning to China.  

This thesis then examines how the demand for Japanese studies emerged and grew 

in the history of Hong Kong. From the time Hong Kong was established as a British 

colony in the mid-nineteenth century until the 1950s when Hong Kong was struggling to 

                                                   
1 The Japan Foundation (2011) 
2 As evidenced by the abundance of Japanese restaurants, boutiques of Japanese fashion 

brands, dubbed Japanese TV programs and readily available CDs of Japanese pop songs, 

shops selling Japanese or Japan-designed goods, and fashion/life-style magazines. 
3 For example, Hara (1988), Hara (2000), Chen, Zhichen (1995), Chen, Zhichen (2005), 

Miyazoe-Wong (2002), etc. 
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recover from the devastation caused by the World War II, very little demand for Japanese 

studies was observed. It is defined as the Period of Low Demand. The daily life of Hong 

Kong people and the presence of Japanese in Hong Kong society will be looked into in 

order to analyze the factors affecting the lack of demand. 

The following three decades, from the 1960s to the 1980s, are the Period of 

Growth of Demand. It was during this period that significant changes occurred in the 

development of Japanese studies in Hong Kong. The emergence of demand will be 

examined from the perspectives of an increasing Japanese presence as well as the 

improvements in living standard of Hong Kong people. How Japanese courses started in 

different sectors, including private language schools, community services sector or tertiary 

institutions, will be described. Then the growth of demand especially from the mid-1970s 

will be examined against the background that caused the growth.  

The present period from the 1990s is defined as the Period of Expansion of 

Demand. Following the growing demand from the previous period, the demand for 

Japanese studies has shown different characteristics. New types of demand have emerged 

and this has added new elements to the provision of Japanese studies in Hong Kong. It will 

be investigated what new features came to be recognized and what background supported 

the emergence of new demand. The presence of Japanese will again play an important role 

in the expansion of demand. At the same time, a change in people’s mentality will be seen 

as another factor contributing to the development.  

This thesis thus characterizes each of these different periods through the detailed 

description of development of Japanese studies. It then analyzes how and to what extent, 

the mentality of Hong Kong people contributed to forming the characteristics. This thesis 

requires reviewing historical facts and data in order to examine the Hong Kong mentality 

and the aforementioned characteristics. This project is therefore an archival research. 

Archival materials are important sources of information and they provide adequate 
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material for the thesis. Archival sources include the Hong Kong Government Reports 

Online (1842-1941) and Japan Center for Asian Historical Records (JACAR) which 

provide rich data regarding, particularly, official documents of Hong Kong and Japan. 

Other important sources of data include newspapers which were published in the 

pre-World War II era and during the wartime.  

Lastly, in this thesis, the term “Japanese studies” is used in a broad sense, 

including the study of Japan, the study of Japanese language at different levels and the 

academic study of Japan-related disciplines such as political science, economics, history, 

social science, and the like. However, reflecting the situation in Hong Kong, the term 

“Japanese studies” in the analysis in Parts II to IV of this thesis has a predominant focus on 

the study of Japanese language. 
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PART I: HONG KONG MENTALITY 

 

The following chapters will explore three factors which could have contributed to 

the formation of the unique Hong Kong mentality. First, the impact of the British 

colonization of Hong Kong on local people’s minds; second, to what extent the relationship 

with China has contributed to the formation of Hong Kong mentality; and lastly, the 

influence of historical factors, such as changes in administration, wars, or conflicts 

involving Britain and China, will be examined.  

 

 

Chapter 1 Colonial Factors 

 

 In this chapter, the Hong Kong mentality defined as “insecure”, “pragmatic” and 

“flexible” is examined with a particular focus on the British colonization of Hong Kong 

and colonial influences on people’s lives. Attention will also be drawn to the fact that local 

people endured certain hardships under the colonial rule, which contributed much to the 

creation of the Hong Kong mentality.  

 Hong Kong was originally a tiny island with a relatively small population of less 

than 10,000 local Chinese engaged in fishing, agriculture, and maritime trading
4
, when 

Britain declared sovereignty over it in 1841. It was as a result of the Britain’s victory over 

China in the First Opium War. Hong Kong formally became a British colony in 1843 with 

the Treaty of Nanking. The Kowloon peninsula was later ceded in 1860 after the Second 

Opium War, followed by a lease of the New Territories in 1898 for a period of 99 years. 

Until Britain’s handover of the sovereignty to China in 1997, Hong Kong had been a 

colony for over 150 years. This peculiar situation of Hong Kong, which can be described 

                                                   
4 Simpson (2007) p.170 
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as “colonization and decolonization without independence”, would certainly have had an 

influence on the formation of the Hong Kong mentality. 

 It would be natural to assume that the status of Hong Kong as a colony had a great 

impact on the creation of a particular mentality since a unique colonial mentality has been 

observed in European colonies in general
5
. It is argued in that context that colonised 

peoples often feel inferior to their colonial masters
6
. However, whether this is applicable to 

the Hong Kong situation needs to be investigated. Actually, it does not seem to apply to 

Hong Kong at the first look at the 1990s. For instance, by then Hong Kong’s GDP had 

overtaken Britain’s
7
, with an accompanying decrease in the Hong Kong middle class’s 

attitude of looking up to English society
8
. However, given that the emergence of a Hong 

Kong identity only came about in the 1970s
9
, there must have existed a colonial mentality 

prior to that. This is explained on the grounds that the link between the entirely-Western 

Hong Kong government and local people was weak until the 1970s, when the political 

situation drastically changed. Although some of the Chinese elite members were appointed 

to consultative committees, their background was of course very much more Western than 

Chinese, and even different from many of the Chinese wealthy class who had received 

Chinese traditional education and were non-English speaking.  

The first appointment of a Chinese resident to the Legislative Council actually 

dates back as early as the 1880s
10

. Nevertheless, because the British government feared 

that it might lose the control of the colony by expanding the appointments of Chinese 

representatives, the number was kept minimal
11

. This means that the colonial government, 

which consisted mostly of British expatriates, controlled the local Chinese who accounted 

                                                   
5 Mannoni (1956) 
6 Faure (2003) p.9 
7 Chan (2007) p.387 
8 Faure (2003) p.11 
9 Ibid., p.21 
10 MacPherson (1997) pp.281-282 
11 Ibid. 



6 

 

for over 95 per cent of the total population
12

. The fact that the local Chinese people were 

excluded from politics would have promoted an inferior feeling of being neglected by the 

colonial rulers. It can also be considered that this was closely connected with an insecure 

feeling of Hong Kong people. Having been involved very little in local politics, people did 

not have any control over government, which would have further increased insecurity. In 

other words, people’s feeling of being inferior to the ruled group strengthened their feeling 

of insecurity since they were not directly involved in local matters which had direct 

influence over their daily lives.  

 The standard of living of the local Chinese in the early years of the colony was 

appallingly low. The Chinese community of Hong Kong grew over ten times from a 

population of 7,500 in 1841 to 85,300 in 1859
13

. The economic growth at that time, 

however, could not guarantee an adequate living standard in the community with the influx 

of people into Hong Kong from the mainland. While the vast majority of Hong Kong’s 

officials and senior business leaders were expatriates from ruling Britain, most of the local 

Chinese endured extremely low living conditions. Even the numerically limited Chinese 

middle class could not enjoy the same living standard as the British middle class
14

. Some 

Chinese residents were so poor and their standard of living so low that a spell in prison for 

them was a boon rather than a punishment
15

. 

An indication of the poor living conditions at that time can be deduced from the 

boat population. One of the oldest records reveals that the boat population accounted for 

2,100 out of the total population of about 12,000 in 1842, just one year after Britain’s 

declaration of sovereignty over Hong Kong
16

. It was the largest occupational category at 

that time and the number grew dramatically during the following decade. Of the total 

                                                   
12 Tsang (2004) p.24 
13 Cameron (1991) p.58, Tsang (2004) p.59 
14 Tsang (2004) p.63 
15 Endacott (1964) p.36 
16 The Friend of China and Hong Kong Gazette, 24 March 1842 
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population of about 75,000 in 1858, for example, over 21,000 were Chinese boat 

population in Victoria Harbour and other locations
17

. This rose further to 30,500 out of the 

total population of 124,800 in 1863
18

. Due to the great increase in the overall population of 

Hong Kong during these years, the percentage of boat population appeared to have 

decreased. In fact, although the boat population itself decreased to about 22,000 after 5 

years in 1868, about 20 per cent of the population still could not afford to live on land
19

. 

Little improvement was seen even in 1881, when there were about 29,000 people recorded 

as boat population among the total of 160,000
20

 (Figure 1.1).  

 

 

Figure 1.1: Boat population in colonial Hong Kong (1). (Data from the Census reports in the Hong Kong Government Gazette) 

 

Obviously, a majority of the boat population is considered to have been engaged 

in fishing. However, taking into consideration the fact that the boat population included a 

large number of children, it may be assumed that the living standard of these families on 

boats was far from satisfactory. By way of illustration, the life of the boat population of 

                                                   
17 The Hong Kong Government Gazette, 6 May 1871 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 The Hong Kong Government Gazette, 11 June 1881 
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that time was described by a British government official who visited Hong Kong in 1856.  

 

An immense number of people in all Chinese waters, but especially at Canton, 

live entirely in junks and sampans, even in very small ones; as in a space 

which would appear impracticable to ourselves, whole families of three 

generations sometimes, even mothers-in-law, finding sufficient 

accommodation for every purpose in life. They are born, marry, and die 

afloat
21

. 

 

A description of Hong Kong in 1858 also related that many thousands of Chinese of the 

lowest class lived in small boats with their wives and children
22

. These descriptions prove 

that the life on boats, which was still commonly seen, was not a comfortable one. 

People living on boats were also at higher risk of injury or death from natural 

disasters. A typhoon in 1874 was reported to have destroyed a considerable number of the 

junk population, which was estimated as as many as four to five thousand including many 

women and children
23

. Knowing that a single typhoon had brought that level of tragedy, it 

is easy to imagine how hard and insecure the life of the boat population was. As the boat 

population made up a significant portion of the total Chinese population, their concerns 

and worries about the life under the colonial government could be representative of those 

of the Chinese citizens in general.  

The number of people living on boats was still on the rise at the turn of the century, 

although there was a gradual improvement by then in terms of the percentage of the boat 

people in the total population as Figure 1.2 indicates. The boat population in the middle of 

the nineteenth century accounted for 33 per cent of the population, but after half a century, 

                                                   
21 Norman (1902) p.85 
22 Scherzer (1862) p.356 
23 Governor’s Report on Blue Book 1880 
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it decreased to 13 per cent, then to below 10 percent in the 1930s. 

 

Figure 1.2: Boat population in colonial Hong Kong (2). (Data from Census Reports for 1911, 1921 and 1931) 

 

This would not, however, lead to a simple conclusion that the living standard of the 

Chinese also improved in general, given a dramatic increase in the total population. As this 

was mainly the result of the growth of the Chinese population due to the influx of people 

from the mainland, the sudden growth of population caused crowded living conditions and 

made Hong Kong people’s life tougher.  

In contrast, the British, and Europeans in general, lived a far more comfortable life. 

They lived in spacious houses with servants, and enjoyed many privileges specifically 

given to them. A British writer who landed on Hong Kong Island in 1858 described in his 

diary the warm welcome he received. He was taken to the Hong Kong Club, where he got 

‘a charming bedroom at the north-east corner of the building – large and airy, with a 

pleasant look-out, commanding the harbour in front
24

’. The Hong Kong Club, established 

in 1845, was an important social institution for establishing and maintaining relations 

among the dominant social classes, and its membership was restricted to Europeans only
25

. 

                                                   
24 Smith (1859) p.23 
25 Bremner & Lung (2003) p.232 
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This exemplifies the discriminatory nature of the colonial society against the Chinese, 

which will be further described later. He was also invited to ‘a very charming house and 

garden, with thick foliage over the walks, and a rill of water gurgling through the grounds, 

with an open bathing-place, surrounded by cane and matting
26

. From these facts, it may 

easily be inferred how well Europeans lived in Hong Kong, something local Chinese could 

never afford. The huge gap in the living standard between the Chinese and Europeans 

brought a colonial mentality to Hong Kong people. 

Hong Kong, as a colony, was governed by only a small number of British officials 

who had no knowledge of the Chinese language and almost no knowledge of the 

fundamentals of Chinese beliefs and customs
27

. Under colonial rule, even the law that was 

exercised in Hong Kong was discriminatory against the Chinese. Originally, the concept 

was applied that the English law would be best for governing, promoting trade, protecting 

the British, and simultaneously controlling the colonized Chinese people
28

. On the other 

hand, there were concerns that the facially neutral principles of English law could be too 

just and too fair for colonialism
29

.  

In order to address these British concerns, two legal systems were implemented, 

one for the colonized and one for the colonizers, which came into effect in the colony of 

Hong Kong. Hence while the law of England was in full force in the colony of Hong Kong, 

Chinese offenders were punished according to the laws of China
30

. In other words, Chinese 

customs and laws prevailed over British ones for matters involving Chinese citizens. What 

motivated the implementation of the dual legal system was rather practical considerations 

by the British authorities. The idea that the Chinese law would be applied to criminal cases 

committed by the Chinese was not really motivated out of concern to respect Chinese 

                                                   
26 Smith (1859) p.34 
27 Cameron (1991) pp.41-42 
28 Marcks (2000) p.268 
29 Ibid. 
30 Section 3, Ordinance No.15 of 1844 
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autonomy and traditions. It was mainly because of the Hong Kong authorities’ belief that 

British punishment was too lenient to prevent the Chinese from committing crimes
31

. As a 

result, there appeared a complex situation in which British courts had jurisdiction over the 

Chinese, and Chinese customary law, as interpreted by British courts, served to adjudicate 

disputes among Chinese, while British criminal law judged and Chinese criminal law 

punished the Chinese
32

. The paradox is that in general the Chinese, once on the island of 

Hong Kong, were considered subjects of the Queen/King of England and therefore British 

law prevailed over them
33

.  

The dual legal system, however, contained a number of difficulties for the Chinese. 

First of all, due to the lack of interpreters, the Chinese did not understand the legal 

proceedings. In 1849, for example, the only interpreter in criminal cases was also the Joint 

Superintendent for Police
34

. What happened was, therefore, that he often served as the 

main witness against the defendant for whom he also interpreted. Second, Chinese 

defendants rarely had counsel as very few were available, and they were costly
35

. 

Furthermore, there were no Chinese jurors until the first Chinese name appeared in 1858 in 

the Jury List
36

. Under such circumstances, fair treatment for Chinese defendants could not 

be expected.    

This complexity led to the enforcement of discriminatory regulations applied to 

Chinese citizens. For example, they were forbidden to go out at night unless bearing a 

night pass, in which case too they were required to carry lanterns to show their presence
37

.  

 

Any Chinaman found at large elsewhere than in his own habitation between 

                                                   
31 Marcks (2000) p.274 
32 Ibid., p.275 
33 Bremner & Lung (2003) pp.225-226 
34 Marcks (2000) p.277 
35 Ibid. 
36 The Hong Kong Government Gazette, 27 February 1858 
37 Cameron (1991) p.64, Bremner & Lung (2003) p.226, Tsang (2004) pp.47-48 
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the hours of eight in the evening and sunrise, and not having a pass duly 

issued ..., shall be summarily punished by any Justice of the Peace for every 

such offence, either by a fine not exceeding fifty dollars nor less than fifty 

cents, or by imprisonment and hard labour for a term not exceeding fourteen 

days nor less than one day....
 38

 

 

This was later revised as not ‘lawful for any Chinese (without reasonable excuse, the proof 

of which shall lie upon him) to be at large within the city of Victoria, between the hour of 9 

in the evening and sunrise without a pass’
39

. Furthermore, all Chinese were directed to 

carry with them a lighted lamp or lantern in the occasion to go about the city of Victoria 

after dark
40

. As these measures were taken ‘for the better security of the residents of the 

Colony
41

’, it is easily inferred how the Chinese were seen and treated in the colony. This 

case clearly exemplifies how Chinese people were discriminated against until this law 

restricting their going out during the night was repealed in 1897 as a result of Chinese 

opposition
42

. 

Chinese citizens were prohibited from maintaining their traditions or customs 

under the colonial government. One example of this can be observed from the Regulation 

of Chinese Ordinance of 1888, stating that they were not allowed to play any musical 

instrument or beat any drum or gong in connection with any religious ceremony in any 

public street within the City of Victoria
43

. They were prohibited not only from posting or 

exhibiting any public notice or proclamation in Chinese on the street, but also from holding 

or attending any Chinese public meeting without a permit
44

. This is a clear indication that 

                                                   
38 Section 5, Ordinance No.9 of 1857 
39 Section 4, Ordinance No.14 of 1870 
40 Section 23, Ordinance No.14 of 1870 
41 Ordinance No.14 of 1870 
42 Bremner & Lung (2003) p.226 
43 Section 22, Regulation of Chinese Ordinance, 1888  
44 Section 50 & 51, Regulation of Chinese Ordinance, 1888 
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the colonial government attempted to prevent any anti-government movement from 

occurring in the Chinese society by enforcing strict regulations on the Chinese. 

Another example of the restrictions imposed upon the Chinese was the creation of 

statutory zones that segregated the European citizens from the majority of Chinese subjects 

living on Hong Kong Island
45

. It was first put into force as the European District 

Reservation Ordinance approved by the Legislative Council in 1888. The Ordinance 

defined a part of City of Victoria (Hong Kong Island) as the European District.  

 

it shall not be lawful to build any Chinese tenement within the European 

District, and no non-Chinese tenement whether now built or hereafter to be 

built within such European District shall be divided with the object of 

providing for its occupation by more than one person to every one thousand 

cubic feet of clear internal space, nor shall such non-Chinese tenement be at 

any time occupied by more than one person to every one thousand cubic feet 

of clear internal space
46

. 

 

Behind the implementation of this Ordinance were the concerns of the European 

residents. The colonial government’s perception was that while the close packing of the 

Chinese in their houses was considered normal, the Europeans, whose health was 

compromised in a climate unfavourable to them, required much more breathing space in 

their residences
47

. The large influx of the Chinese at that time caused a continually 

increasing intrusion of Chinese houses upon the quarter of the Town formerly occupied 

exclusively by Europeans. This had given rise to Europeans’ fears that they were being 

pushed out of the Town of Victoria and that there would be no suitable area for their 

                                                   
45 Lai and Yu (2001) p.299 
46 The Hong Kong Government Gazette, 31 March 1888 
47 The Governor’s report on the condition and prospects of Hong Kong, 31 October 1889 
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residence
48

. This Ordinance was not to prevent Chinese from living in the District, but to 

reserve the Town for houses built according to European models and occupied in much 

more limited numbers than was usual with Chinese
49

. Nonetheless there is no doubt that it 

was for European citizens’ benefit. The crowded living space of the Chinese was by no 

means what they desired, but was simply what they had. The Ordinance eventually forced 

Chinese out of the District as they could not afford to live in the conditions set out, and it 

formed the basis for a more discriminatory regulation implemented later. 

Shortly after the Ordinance was repealed in 1903, the Peak District Reservation 

Ordinance was passed by the Legislative Council in 1904. By then, the area known as the 

Peak had been developed into an exclusive haven for the wealthy Europeans with the 

opening of the Peak Tram
50

. The service of the Peak Tram was reserved for first-class 

passengers, all Europeans, between 8 and 10 in the morning
51

. In fact, this type of 

exclusive services for non-Chinese was not limited to the Peak Tram. For instance, 

passenger ships were not allowed to carry Chinese passengers on the Upper or the Weather 

Deck
52

. The privilege offered by the 1904 Ordinance attracted wealthy Europeans to the 

Peak, where there had been only a few wooden huts and houses before the opening of the 

Tram
53

. Although the area had already been occupied mostly by non-Chinese in reality, the 

Peak District Reservation Ordinance was to reserve the Peak District, including areas such 

as Mount Cameron, Mount Gough, Mount Kellett and Victoria Peak, as a place of 

residence for persons other than Chinese and to prohibit the Chinese from residing within 

the District
54

.  

The Peak District Reservation Ordinance was of a more discriminatory nature 

                                                   
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Lai & Yu (2001) p.301 
51 Ibid. 
52 The Hong Kong Government Gazette, 5 May 1888 
53 Lai & Yu (2001) p.301 
54 Section 3, The Peak District Reservation Ordinance, 1904 
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than the European District Reservation Ordinance in that it clearly stated that Chinese 

people were segregated from other citizens. Section 5 of the Ordinance included an 

exemption clause, which read ‘it shall be lawful for the Governor-in-Council to exempt 

any Chinese from the provisions of this Ordinance’
55

. This exemption was invoked only 

once when a wealthy Chinese named Robert Ho Tung, his family and dependants
56

 were 

allowed to live in the district. Only one exemption during the entire period in which the 

Ordinance was in force was meaningless from the Chinese point of view. In fact, Robert 

Ho Tung, being the son of a Belgian merchant, was Eurasian rather than pure Chinese, 

though he had adopted the manner, deportment and costume of a Chinese gentleman and 

claimed to be Chinese
57

. Thus, Chinese people were in effect forced out from the District 

so that wealthy Europeans could enjoy more comfortable living in the colony.  

A slight improvement in the situation was observed in the early twentieth century, 

but it never meant that Chinese people could lead a comfortable life. With the 

implementation of the Peak District (Residence) Ordinance of 1918, the clause to restrain 

the Chinese from residing in the District was deleted. However, any person wishing to 

reside in the District was required to obtain the consent of the Governor in Council
58

, and 

the discriminatory nature of the Ordinance, therefore, still remained. According to the 

census data, 1,618 Chinese were residing in the Peak District in 1906, and 1,718 Chinese 

in 1911, while the Peak District Reservation Ordinance was enforced
59

. These figures in 

fact represent almost entirely the number of servants employed by Europeans residing the 

District.  

 

 

                                                   
55 Section 5, The Peak District Reservation Ordinance, 1904 
56 Lai & Yu (2001) p.302 
57 Ibid. 
58 Section 3, The Peak District (Residence) Ordinance, 1918 
59 Report on the Census of the Colony for 1911 
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Year 1906 1911 1921 1931 

Chinese in Peak 1,618 1,718 1,912 1,821 

Total Chinese 307,388 441,664 612,310 821,104 

Table 1.1: Chinese population in the Peak and the total Chinese population. (Data from Census Reports for 1911, 1921 and 1931) 

 

The Peak District Reservation Ordinance is considered yet another example which 

helped widened the gap between the ruling British (and other Europeans) and the local 

Chinese as the ruled. The physical location of residence distinctly corresponded to the 

social hierarchy. The uppermost area, the Peak, was for affluent Europeans, while the 

second level, the Mid Levels of the Hong Kong Island, was for a very limited number of 

Chinese as well as Europeans who lived in luxury and ease. The lowest level, the rest of 

Hong Kong Island, the Kowloon peninsula and the New Territories, was occupied by the 

ordinary Chinese citizens
60

. With the division of residential areas according to social class, 

the life style came to differ even further. Social institutions like the Hong Kong Club 

functioned as one of the symbols of the colonial rule that represented and embodied ideas 

of cultural superiority, class division and racial segregation. 

The Chinese were thus put in an inferior position and lived a hard life. 

Furthermore, it was extremely difficult for them to voice their opinion at an official level. 

Since the establishment of the Legislative Council, its official members had all been 

British. Even unofficial members nominated by the Governor from local inhabitants and 

appointed by the Crown had also been British until the first Chinese member, though 

temporary, was appointed in 1880
61

. A Chinese gentleman named Ng Choy was appointed 

as a member of Legislative Council to fill in a temporary vacancy to replace Hugh Bold 

Gibb that year
62

. This appointment was granted under the governorship of John Pope 

                                                   
60 Lai & Yu (2001) p.303 
61 Endacott (1964) p.176, Sayer (1975) p.42, Tsang (2004) p.27 
62 The Hong Kong Government Gazette, 2 June 1880 
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Hennessey, who was described as ‘pro-Chinese’
63

. Yet, this was the only position that was 

made available for the Chinese, and the appointment ended after only two years in 1882. 

Thereafter some Chinese followed as members of the Legislative Council. Their presence, 

however, was no more than symbolic.  

The second Chinese member of the Council was Wong Shing, who served from 

1884 to 1890
64

. At that time, the membership of the Council was limited to twelve, that is, 

the Governor, the Chief Justice, the Colonial Secretary, the Attorney General, the Surveyor 

General, the Colonial Treasurer, the Registrar General, and five other unofficial members
65

. 

The Chinese representation was only one of the five unofficial members, who had very 

little influence and power over decision-making. In addition, taking into consideration the 

fact that Wong Shing became s naturalized British subject in December 1883
66

, which was 

just before his appointment, it is difficult to judge how much his membership functioned 

on behalf of the Chinese community. He was, nevertheless, described by Governor George 

F. Bowen as ‘fully qualified to look at Chinese affairs with English and at English affairs 

with Chinese eyes
67

, and served for a full-term of six years.  

In 1890, Wong Shing’s seat was taken over by Ho Kai
68

. His name actually 

appeared eight years prior to his appointment as a member of the Legislative Council. He 

was mentioned by the Governor as a Hong Kong student in London who succeeded in the 

examinations at the Inns of Court in London and obtained the first place in three of the 

subjects, defeating his competitors from the English, Scotch and Irish universities
69

. After 

he returned to Hong Kong, he was appointed as a member of the Sanitary Board in 1886 

before being given a membership of the Legislative Council
70

.  

                                                   
63 Sayer (1975) p.42 
64 Tsai (1993) p.85 
65 Proceedings of Legislative Council Feb.-Jun. 1884 
66 Ordinance No.15 of 1883 
67 Tsai (1993) p.85 
68 The Hong Kong Government Gazette, 1 March 1890 
69 The Governor’s Address on Opening the Legislative Sessions of 1882 
70 The Hong Kong Government Gazette, 7 August 1886 
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On one occasion, his frustration was expressed as some Sanitarians were 

“constantly making the mistake of treating Chinese as if they were Europeans” and did not 

“allow for the differences of habits, usage, mode of living and a host of other things 

between the two” in making an Ordinance for amending the Laws relating to Public Health 

with its bye-laws
71

. He showed his concern over a situation where the local Chinese he was 

supposed to represent knew nothing of the existence and progress of a serious measure that 

would threaten to interfere with their rights and interests
72

. This clearly indicates that 

important decisions were made unknown to the local Chinese, by only a handful of people 

who barely understood or considered the worries of the populace. Although the pure 

‘Chineseness’ of his representation is questionable judging from his English education 

background and his close relationship with the colonial government as one of the Chinese 

elite, his engagement in the government revealed how little the interests of local Chinese 

were reflected by it. Nonetheless, he served the Legislative Council until 1914 for a 

surprisingly long 24 years. 

In 1896, when two unofficial members were added to the Legislative Council 

under the Governor William Robinson’s recommendation, a Chinese man Wei Yuk was 

selected and appointed
73

. He had been born into a wealthy family. His father was Wei 

Kwong, who was compradore to the Hong Kong branch of the Chartered Mercantile Bank 

of India, London and China
74

. Wei Yuk had also been educated in Britain. With Wei Yuk’s 

appointment, two seats out of fourteen in the Legislative Council were now occupied by 

Chinese members. They made, however, hardly any impact in relieving any of the many 

disadvantages suffered by the Chinese. They were minorities in the Council even though 

they were considered to represent the Chinese, who were the great majority of the Hong 

                                                   
71 Dr. Ho Kai’s Protest against the Public Health Bill, presented to the Legislative Council 
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Kong population. 

 In terms of the political representation of the Chinese, the situation remained 

almost unchanged in the early twentieth century. In 1900, for example, only two Chinese 

names, Ho Kai and Wei Yuk, appeared in the list of fifteen official and unofficial members 

of the Legislative Council
75

. Their names were still the only Chinese names a decade 

later
76

. Their positions were replaced by Lau Chu Pak and Ho Fook in 1920, but these two 

were still the only Chinese members
77

. When the number of Chinese members became two 

in 1896, the total civil population was about 240,000, while in 1920 it was about 648,000
78

. 

Taking this drastic increase of population into consideration, the same number of Chinese 

members would mean even less representation of the local community than before.  

In terms of health care, the Chinese residents had an alternative means of 

safeguarding their interests through the Directors of Tung Wah Hospital. The Tung Wah 

Hospital was established in 1870 as a free public hospital for the treatment of the poor 

among the Chinese. It was supported by voluntary contributions, and several names were 

listed as donors to the funds and committee members of the Hospital. Wong Shing, who 

later became an unofficial member of the Legislative Council, was among the twelve 

Chinese whose names appeared as the donors in the Tung Wah Hospital Incorporation 

Ordinance
79

. Yet, although the influence of Tung Wah Committee within the local Chinese 

community was significant, in the colony as a whole it was weak. One example can be 

seen from the colonial government’s reaction when the plague spread from Guangdong to 

the territory in 1894. They had the choice to rely on the Chinese elite, particularly the Tung 

Wah Committee, to deal with the plague which was at first raging only among the Chinese. 

Instead of accepting the Committee’s advice to allow them to deal with it as a problem 
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within the Chinese community, however, the colonial government took matters into its own 

hands
80

. In fact, they established three temporary hospitals for the treatment of the plague. 

While the management of one of them at the Glass Works at Kennedy Town was handed 

over to the Tung Wah Committee
81

, Chinese doctors who worked there were placed under 

the supervision of the Colonial Medical Staff and a Naval Doctor. The involvement of the 

Tung Wah Committee was, however, only superficial. Chinese doctors were involved there 

because the local people’s “foolish and violent prejudices against Western medical men” 

often made them not only hide their sickness but also desert their plague-stricken friends 

and relatives after death
82

. In other words, the Tung Wah Committee did not have any 

authority regarding the matter. The real objective behind this was to control the Chinese in 

order to prevent the disease from spreading over the colony and safeguard the colonial 

government against criticism for its sanitary plans.  

As the Tung Wah Committee had gained trust from the local Chinese community, 

the government apparently utilized it to face the crisis. Meanwhile, the Tung Wah Hospital 

itself was not fully accepted by the British authorities as the Hospital’s medical facilities 

were insufficient, the skills were poor, and above all, it was the hospital of the Chinese, 

who were in an inferior position. With such a background, it was reported that a Medical 

Officer had strong concern over the existence and condition of the Tung Wah Hospital as a 

certain amount of countenance was being lent to what was described as “medical and 

surgical atrocities”
83

, and the Hospital was even thought to constitute a serious menace to 

the health of the community. Such a negative view towards the Tung Wah Hospital could 

have caused a discriminatory attitude against the Tung Wah Committee, which resulted in 

lowering its standing in the eyes of the authorities. The ways the government handled 

matters helped to increase a feeling of helplessness among the local Chinese.  

                                                   
80 Tsang (2004) p.71 
81 The Hong Kong Government Gazette, 1 September 1894 
82 Ibid. 
83 Medical Report on the Epidemic of Bubonic Plague of 1894 



21 

 

The fact that the Tung Wah Hospital, which was one of the most influential 

Chinese institutions, was not treated in a fair manner by the colonial government brought 

an insecure feeling to the Chinese. The argument often made that Hong Kong people are 

generally apathetic about politics
84

 may have its roots in this. The local Chinese, who were 

without effective political representation, were largely kept apart from local politics. 

Because they could not depend much on the government to safeguard their interests, their 

option was often limited to learning to accept the situation as it was.  

Chinese people were also excluded from participating in legal matters. In the 

annually published List of Jurors, only a few Chinese names appeared in the early colonial 

era. Wong Shing’s name (spelled Wong Ashing in the list) first appeared in 1858, but it was 

the only Chinese name among 246 jurors of that year
85

. In the Jury List for 1864, six 

Chinese names, Ho Acheong, Leong Wing Chuen, Ng Akwong, Wong Ashing, Wye 

Akwong and Yeep Ng-ow, were found
86

, although the increase did not mean anything as 

only these six could be found in a huge list. In 1871, the situation was much unchanged, or 

even worse, as only two names Wai Kwong (or Wei Kwong, earlier spelled Wye Akwong) 

and Wong Shing appeared among nearly 700 jurors
87

.  

Theoretically, there was no restriction on the Chinese being appointed as jurors. 

To be qualified as a common juror, the person had to be a “male person between the age of 

twenty-one and sixty years, being of sound mind, and not afflicted with deafness, blindness, 

or other infirmity
88

”. Had the qualification required for jurors been confined to this, more 

Chinese would have been appointed. Jurors were, however, also required to “hold property 

in lands, houses, buildings, or tenements, of the monthly value of twenty-five dollars or 

upwards, either in his own right, or as tenant to any other person”, or to “be in the receipt 
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of an annual salary or income of not less than one thousand dollars per annum
89

” (“five 

hundred dollars” when amended by Ordinance No.4 of 1849). The financial condition set 

meant that most of the Chinese population could not qualify. Very few Chinese were able 

to earn one thousand dollars per annum.  

An insight into the general situation of that time may be gained by a passage 

written at the time. An American man was offered a joint editorship of a paper called 

“Friend of China” with a monthly salary of fifty dollars in 1847
90

. As Americans were 

given more or less the same privileges as Europeans at the time, this episode illustrates that 

an annual income of one thousand dollars was never an achievable figure for a Chinese. 

Thus, the local Chinese were, in reality, restrained from participating in legal matters. Later, 

in 1864, this financial requirement was repealed. Instead, however, no person ignorant of 

the English language was allowed to serve as a juror under the amended Ordinance
91

. This, 

again, left almost no possibilities for the Chinese to qualify.  

As was pointed out in a report on government education, those who were jurors or 

who spoke English fluently had been educated outside the colony
92

, which was a tiny 

percentage. These discriminatory requirements not only excluded Chinese people from 

playing a role on the legal stage, but also created disadvantageous situations where Chinese 

offenders were generally tried by jurors who were not their peers. Furthermore, there were 

not enough capable interpreters. The unfairness is evidenced from the description of the 

Supreme Court cases where the Chief Interpreter was a Portuguese gentleman who could 

not interpret written Chinese and who was unable to express himself in correct English. 

Also there were other recorded cases where the interpreters were Chinese who did not 

know English very well
93

. The juries were generally composed of non-Chinese, and yet, in 
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the majority of the criminal cases, the defendants and witnesses were Chinese who knew 

no English. It should be noted that it was extremely difficult for Chinese people at that time 

to qualify for the legal profession in any capacity.  

The lists of Justices of Peace reveal that there was only 1 Chinese among 42 

justices in 1878, whose name was Ng Choy, the Chinese elite appointed to the Legislative 

Council slightly later
94

. The number increased to 3 out of 49 in 1882 with the addition of 

Ho Kai and Wei Yuk
95

, and to 4 out of 53 in 1883 with Wong Shing
96

. The same names 

also appear as members of the Legislative Council. These prestigious positions were 

restricted to very small elite, who were educated abroad. Without a wealthy and 

well-connected background, it was impossible for Chinese to be involved in legal matters. 

The same happened with the appointment of Justices of the Peace. Some Chinese were 

appointed as Justices of the Peace by the government, but they were all naturalized British, 

who were educated overseas. 7 unofficial justices among 60 were these Chinese in 1884, 

increasing to 12 out of 84 in 1893
97

. Again, these people were those with a wealthy family 

background who had been educated abroad. These elite, therefore, might have found it 

difficult to really represent the local Chinese, who were mostly living poor lives. It is 

doubtful whether neutral and fair judgements were made towards Chinese offenders under 

such circumstances.  

A similar situation continued to be observed in the early twentieth century, when 

the influence of Chinese citizens was still limited. In the list of common jurors published in 

1900, 31 genuine Chinese names were found among 900 jurors
98

. It decreased to 6 among 

1,074 common jurors in 1910, although there were some anglicised names that hint at their 

Chinese origins, such as Wong Nathaniel and Chan Pat
99

. These numbers did not seem to 
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help relieve the disadvantageous and generally weak position that Chinese were in. It is 

obvious that the local Chinese did not have proper legal representations to protect them 

under the colonial government. 

So far how the local Chinese people were treated in colonial Hong Kong has been 

described. It is clear that their living standard and conditions were far below that of the 

British and other Europeans. They were subjected to discriminatory laws, and despite 

being the great majority of the population, they had very little representation in the colonial 

administration. Living under such conditions may well have caused dissatisfaction in local 

people’s minds.  

In addition to the restrictions imposed by the colonial rule, Hong Kong at that 

time had a number of social problems that affected people’s daily lives. First of all, the 

crime rate of Hong Kong especially in the early colonial days was high. The colonial 

government established a police force to respond to the situation, but the effect of it was 

limited. The insanitary conditions were another issue. Insufficient health care easily 

allowed diseases to spread in the colony. While the colonial government implemented 

tighter rules and regulations for improving sanitation, a hospital for the Chinese was 

established to ease the situation. Yet, the fundamental problem was not solved by these 

measures. Hong Kong’s overcrowding was the primary cause of these social problems. As 

the overcrowded living conditions were caused by occasional influxes of refugees from the 

mainland, it was out of the colonial government’s control. Each of these issues will be 

examined below. 

Hong Kong in the early colonial days was not a safe place. There was a fear that 

the number of crimes would rise with the waves of Chinese immigrants coming into Hong 

Kong, many of whom found themselves suddenly free from the restraints of village life 

and only concerned with making as much money as possible
100

. In response to this 
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situation, the police force was established under the Police Force Ordinance in 1844
101

. In 

spite of this move, however, Hong Kong remained unsafe for a while. For example, when 

an Austrian explorer visited Hong Kong in 1858, he wrote, ‘even the usually not very 

easily terrified Englishman’ had to carry a gun when he rode forth of an afternoon with his 

wife or was taken in a sedan chair to a friend’s house of an evening
102

. This description is 

not exaggerated as is evidenced by incidents such as when the captain of a merchant ship 

was robbed and so severely maltreated that he died of serious injury, or where the clerk of 

a mercantile house was picked up and pierced with a dagger resulting in a number of 

wounds
103

. In 1871, it was reported by the Captain Superintendent of Police that serious 

crimes had increased by a 78.8 per cent compared with the previous year
104

.  

An instant look at the criminal cases of different types reveals that robberies with 

violence and burglaries showed a sudden increase in the early years of colonisation. 

Kidnapping was regarded at the time as an example of an ‘essentially Chinese crime’. 

Although severe laws against this type of crime were in force, they did not prove deterrents 

as no exertions were made by the Chinese authorities at Tam-Shui, where the children and 

women abducted were said to be sold
105

. Another picture of unstable Hong Kong could be 

drawn from the number of prisoners admitted to Victoria Gaol (Table 1.2). Although it 

does not show a striking increase when the increase in total population is taken into 

consideration, having constantly 3,000 to 6,000 prisoners in the gaol would be an indicator 

of an unsafe society at that time.  
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Year 1862 1864 1866 1868 1870 1872 1874 1876 1878 

Admissions 3,088 3,957 6,688 4,546 4,122 6,268 3,281 4,065 3,803 

Population 123,511 121,408 115,098 117,285 119,477 118,670   - 132,524   - 

Table 1.2: Number of admissions to the Victoria Gaol and total population (1). (Data from Gaol Annual Report and Returns 

1879, the Hong Kong Government Gazette 6 May 1871 and 11 June 1881) 

 

The number of prisoners did not show a significant increase or decrease for a 

while, but the background of the prisoners changed a little. The Colonial Surgeon’s Report 

of 1882 paid particular attention to a considerable increase in the number of sick admitted 

to the Gaol Hospital, and analyzed the possible cause of this as the increase in prisoners of 

the beggar class
106

. It also pointed out that the influx of European loafers and Chinese 

beggars reached a high level in 1881, which became a severe nuisance to the colony. These 

remarks and figures prove that Hong Kong was experiencing a number of social problems 

caused by the increase in number of residents, which lowered the living standard and 

raised the crime rate. 

 The high crime rate had been a serious issue since the early days of the colony. 

However, no effective measures were taken to improve the situation. Many of the criminals 

were believed to have a connection with the Triad Society. It was reported that at one time 

over one hundred members of the Triad Society were in the Gaol and recruits to the society 

largely came from discharged prisoners
107

. The Chinese prisoners were exposed to such 

negative influences while nothing was done for their improvement. The problem was that 

prisoner rehabilitation was insufficient as there was no space for proper workshops and 

they were only employed in monotonous and profitless labour
108

. Consequently they 

committed other crimes after they were discharged, which would return them to the same 

place. This unstable situation continued even in the twentieth century. Given the increasing 
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total population of Hong Kong at that time, the number of prisoners admitted to the 

Victoria Gaol (Table 1.3) suggests that there was a slight improvement especially in the 

early twentieth century. Yet, crime was still one of the major factors that engendered 

people’s insecure feeling.  

 

 

Year 1880 1885 1890 1900 1905 1910 1915 1920 

No. of prisoners 3,530 3,610 3,444 5,432 6,227 4,867 4,179 5,153 

Table 1.3: Number of admissions to Victoria Gaol (2). (Data from Reports of the Superintendant of Victoria Gaol) 

 

While crime was the bane of society, disease, such as the fever epidemic of 1842 

or later tuberculosis and the plague, was another serious problem. The medical standards of 

the nineteenth century were clearly not comparable with those of today. The sanitary 

system was still far from ideal. For instance, one British Vice-Consul, who stayed in Hong 

Kong from 1843, described Happy Valley as the most picturesque portion of the Island, but 

lamented the exhalations arising from the water producing fever and ague, which were the 

frequent cause of death
109

. Under such unsatisfactory sanitary conditions, the colonial 

government believed it necessary to place a tighter control over the construction of 

buildings. This led to the implementation of the Ordinance for Buildings and Nuisances in 

1856, which prevented the construction of any buildings that were not built on what were 

then supposed to be the best sanitary principles. It contained a series of minute and 

stringent rules on the construction of all houses in the colony. A clause of the Ordinance 

stated that all houses had to have a sufficient water-closet or privy
110

. This was of course 

thought to be one of the best methods to improve sanitation at that time, but it did not fit 

the Chinese inhabitants. Ironically, this clause was criticized in the Governor’s Report on 
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the Blue Book of 1880 for being simply copied from an English Act and therefore out of 

place in a tropical colony
111

. The then Governor John Pope Hennessy’s criticism was based 

on the following points. First was the fact that the only fatal cases of typhoid fever had 

been in European built houses with water-closets. Second, as one of the most experienced 

medical men in China, Dr. Dudgeon spoke in support of the Chinese house-bucket system, 

the healthiness of their foreign settlements there was due to the absence of water-closets in 

the dwelling-houses, which were a fruitful source of disease
112

. The Governor was 

convinced by these facts and supported people’s view that the underground drainage 

system carrying off excrement by water supply was the cause of insanitation
113

. The 

sanitary authority also seemed to be in favour of the Chinese process.   

Nevertheless, it did not make much change on the living style of the colony. Not 

only did the local Chinese have to give up their customs which had lasted for centuries, but 

they even had to run the risk of getting sick in exchange for ‘western sanitary science’. 

Under the British colonial rule, the local Chinese were usually put in a disadvantageous 

position, and nothing could reverse it. This was a fundamental contributor to their 

insecurity. Even though they hoped for a better living standard, their inferior status in the 

colony made it unachievable. 

Another evidence of the unhealthy situation of that time is seen from the 

establishment of Tung Wah Hospital in 1870. The hospital was established to tend the sick, 

care for the aged and homeless, and to repatriate those wishing to return to China but 

unable to find the means
114

. It was founded in 1870 under the Tung Wah Hospital 

Incorporation Ordinance. The proposal was made by the Governor Richard Graves 

MacDonnell that a Chinese hospital be established for the care and treatment of the 
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indigent sick
115

. The Ordinance clearly stated that the hospital was to be founded for the 

purpose of establishing and maintaining a public hospital to provide free treatment for the 

indigent sick among the Chinese population
116

. The implication of this is that there were 

many Chinese people who could not afford to go to the existing hospitals. Even if some of 

them could afford it, a satisfactory outcome was by no means expected. As is evidenced in 

a report by the Acting Colonial Surgeon, with the opening of the new hospital, it was 

hoped that the Government Hospital would be relieved of a number of Chinese cases, for 

which there was really no accommodation, and which were in many cases dangerous to the 

health of the other patients in Hospital
117

. In other words, the Chinese were considered as a 

nuisance keeping non-Chinese patients from receiving proper treatments. The situation at 

these hospitals run by the government was far from satisfactory for the Chinese.  

Even at the end of the nineteenth century, people were not much relieved from 

worries that arose in their insecure daily life. The plague epidemic of 1894 is remembered 

as one of the most traumatic incidents in Hong Kong’s history. During the epidemic, 

people were terrified of the spread of the disease with nearly 100 new cases recorded daily 

at its peak
118

. It was so serious that bye-laws under Section 32 of the Public Health 

Ordinance of 1887 were approved on 11 May 1894 and additional bye-laws under Sections 

32 and 33 on 31 May that year
119

. With these bye-laws, necessary measurements were 

taken to prevent the disease from spreading in the colony. These included arrangements to 

send persons suffering from the disease to designated hospitals, to bury the bodies of 

people who had died from it in a special place, or to cleanse or disinfect buildings. In spite 

of these measures, however, it was reported that total mortality from the plague had 

reached 1,900 only in a month as of 15 June
120

. Some complaints were made by the 
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Chinese community regarding the methods of sanitation employed which invaded the 

privacy of the women’s apartment, and that women and children were frightened by the 

daily visits of the Military and Police
121

. It is understood that local people’s fear of the 

terrifying disease and the discomfort of disturbance in their life were creating 

dissatisfaction against the colonial government. At the peak of the epidemic, it was 

reported that a number of panicked Chinese, roughly estimated at 80,000, moved to 

Guangdong within a month, leaving their companies empty. At the same time, a large scale 

anti-foreign campaign by the local Chinese took place in which they claimed that they 

were maltreated
122

. In 1894 alone, the total number of deaths from the plague was nearly 

2,485, most of whom were obviously the Chinese
123

. This is also an indication of the 

pervasive insecurity of their lives at that time. 

At the turn of the century, general sanitary situations had not been improved much, 

while over-crowding was still a fundamental problem of the colony. As far as the general 

death rate is concerned, as shown in Table 1.4, there was a slight improvement in the early 

twentieth century compared with the late nineteenth century, which is considered to be due 

to improvements in sanitary and medical conditions. However, the difference was too 

subtle to be recognized as an improvement.  

 

Year 1880 1885 1890 1895 1900 1905 1910 1915 1920 

Death rate per 1,000 28.71 32.36 23.19 21.89 24.12 17.16 21.76 18.59 21.19 

Table 1.4: Annual death-rate per 1,000. (Data from Medical and Sanitary Reports for 1880, 1900, 1905, 1910, 1915 and 1920) 

 

The unhealthy living conditions continued with the influx of people from the 

mainland. Cholera was brought into the territory, recording 1,690 cases with 1,082 deaths 
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only from July to December in 1937 and 547 cases with 363 deaths in 1938
124

. It raised the 

estimated death rate drastically to 34.4 per cent, almost a 10 per cent increase on the 

previous year
125

. The seriousness of the disease was seen from the issuance of the 

Prevention of Mitigation of Cholera Regulation under the Emergency Regulations 

Ordinance of 1922. Under this regulation, selling certain food without a permit was strictly 

prohibited.  

 

Except under a permit in writing signed by the Chairman of the (Urban) 

Council and by a Health Officer, no person shall sell or offer for sale 

ice-cream, or any frozen or chilled preparation known as “ice-cream”, or any 

non-aerated drinks in the preparation of which fruit juice or herbs (other than 

tea) are used, or the jellies known as Leung Fan and Man Tau Lo
126

. 

 

Although the situation improved dramatically in a short period due to these precautionary 

measures, the cause of the epidemic was considered primarily to be the steady stream of 

refugees into the colony and the overcrowded conditions.  

Thus, Hong Kong’s high population density had been pinpointed as the source of 

unhealthy living conditions. It was reported in 1896 that the average density of population 

was about 300 per acre, which was six times that of London
127

. In the early 1930s, the 

number went up to 1,000 persons per acre
128

. Due to this overwhelmingly high density, 

Hong Kong lacked space for healthy housing. Consequently, most of the Chinese houses at 

that time had defects in their design. It was caused by their great depth without lateral 

windows, the position of the kitchen in relation to the dwelling house, the position of the 
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back-lane in relation to the kitchen and the dwelling house, the construction of rooms or 

basements against or too close to the side of the hill, and so forth
129

, which were 

considered to obstruct the light and free circulation of air for healthy living. 

Dissatisfaction and frustration caused by worsening living conditions found an 

expression in a series of labour unrests in the 1920s. Between 1920 and 1922 alone, there 

were 49 strikes demanding better wages
130

. These early strikes were initially an economic 

struggle asking for pay rises and not a political movement as such. The Guangzhou-Hong 

Kong General Strike in 1925, however, had a different nature. It was originally caused by 

an incident in Shanghai in which a workers’ leader, Gu Zhenghong, was shot dead by 

agents of the management of a Japanese-owned cotton mill
131

. The demonstration against 

this incident turned into a tragedy with several dozen casualties caused by British police 

opening fire on the demonstrators. As soon as the news of this May 30 Massacre reached 

Hong Kong, an immediate general strike was called for, which finally broke out on the 

evening of 19 June 1925. This was the beginning of a 16-month anti-imperialism strike, 

during which over 250,000 workers out of a total population of 800,000 went on strike and 

returned to Guangzhou, their hometown
132

.  

The colonial government considered that the strike would be short-lived. The then 

Governor Reginald Edward Stubbs, who had made the decision of postponing his 

departure from Hong Kong, expressed his optimistic view at the Legislative Council 

meeting held on 23 June, shortly after the outbreak of the strike.  

 

‘I cannot bring myself to believe that any prolonged delay will be involved as 

I feel confident that in a very short time the common sense of the people who 
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have ceased work will lead them to see the extreme folly of the course
133

.’  

 

He intended to remain in Hong Kong until the issue was settled, but unable to see the end 

of the strike, he finally left for England at the end of October that year.  

The prolonged strike weakened Hong Kong economy by reducing Hong Kong’s 

two-way trade with China by almost half compared with the previous year. Due to the 

strike and boycott, Hong Kong’s role as a gate to China was severely damaged. The total 

shipping entering and clearing at the ports of Hong Kong indicates how devastating the 

situation was. It dropped from 764,492 vessels to 379,177 within a year from 1924 to 1925, 

and then further decreased to 310,361 in the following year
134

. After the Guangzhou-Hong 

Kong General Strike was over, trade recovered rapidly. The number of vessels entering 

Hong Kong reached 560,000 vessels in 1927. These figures highlight how much Hong 

Kong’s trading was affected during the time of the strike and boycott
135

. The strike also 

had a negative impact on the population as the blockade of Hong Kong port during the 

strike cut the supplies of meat and vegetables.  

 The British Government viewed Hong Kong from the very beginning of its 

colonial era, as a geographically, economically strategically important territory in the 

Far-East
136

. This government’s view probably had a great impact on Hong Kong’s later 

economic development and people’s mindset. In the early days of the colony, the most 

prominent economic activity between Britain and China was the opium trade, which made 

Hong Kong the biggest base for it. The revenues from the opium trade, which were usually 

derived from a tax on the retail sale and processing of opium within the colony, were a key 

source of the Hong Kong government’s funds
137

. While the opium trade was controlled by 
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the government from the early days of the colonial era with the implementation of an 

Ordinance for licensing the sale of salt, opium etc., under which selling or retailing any 

opium without a licence was prohibited
138

, it was considered to play a significant role in 

trading business. For example, an early record shows that 15,747 chests of opium were 

imported into the colony by the Peninsular & Oriental Steam Navigation Company in 1852, 

which doubled in the following year to 36,499 chests
139

. The market continued to grow as 

the export of opium to China became active.  

It was reported that the revenue from licensing the opium monopoly had been the 

second largest items next to the land revenue during the nineteenth century
140

. To take the 

year 1880 as an example, the revenue brought from the opium farm was $205,000, which 

made one-fifth of the total revenue (Table 1.5).  

 

Year 1870 1875 1880 1885 1890 1895 1900 

Opium 113,080 137,000 205,000 153,751 477,600 295,133 372,000 

Total 914,976 896,624 1,069,947 1,251,889 1,995,220 2,486,228 4,202,587 

Table 1.5: Revenue from opium monopoly and total revenue. (Data from Revenue and Expenditure for the years 1870 to 1900) 

 

The value of opium brought from India to Hong Kong was estimated at over $58,000,000 

in that year, the greater part of which was then taken out of the colony to the treaty ports in 

China
141

. The opium trade was thus an integral part of the colonial development. The 

colonial government periodically auctioned off farms or franchises and collected indirect 

tax. These farms were owned mostly by Chinese merchants or contractors based within the 

colony. Among these farms, the largest and most enduring was the opium monopoly. Under 

the government’s policy of auctioning the opium farm, selling revenue collection rights to 
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Chinese could secure an income with minimal trouble and liability for the colonial 

government. For example, with the opium trade in 1890 mentioned above, the Hong Kong 

government received $205,000 from opium farms. At the same time, the farmers were 

offered the possibility of becoming extremely rich or building up positions of power and 

influence in society
142

. As the life of Hong Kong people under the colonial government 

was unstable, earning a living was the first priority. Consequently, many wanted to take 

these opportunities to be involved in the opium trade. This ensured the opium trade 

continued to grow.  

 Large-scale smuggling of opium from Hong Kong to China was being carried out 

as a way to avoid paying the indirect tax. It was reported that the Chinese government had 

lost at least £250,000 of revenue per annum through opium smuggling
143

. Occasionally 

battles broke out between the opium smugglers and revenue officers, which caused some 

casualties. While the opium trade brought a large profit to Hong Kong, it contained such 

potential danger. 

Then, Hong Kong developed as an entrepôt port since the 1860s as the export of 

goods from the West to China rapidly increased with the opening of the Suez Canal and the 

completion of Euro-Asian seabed cables
144

. This fast development enhanced the efficiency 

of trade between the West and China. It was further facilitated by a huge influx of refugees 

from the mainland, who hoped for new opportunities in the free port. These refugees who 

fled from the mainland became an important labour force for Hong Kong and contributed 

to its economic development.  

Chinese merchants thus became an important social force in the colony. By the 

early 1880s the total tax payment by Chinese merchants had surpassed that by European 
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merchants
145

. Although the number of European residents was far smaller than that of 

Chinese, this does not mean that the Chinese in general were better off. Rather, these 

people who paid a higher tax rate were probably exceptional in the whole Chinese 

community. Nevertheless, it was a fact that extremely wealthy Chinese, though still very 

limited, gradually appeared in Hong Kong. This became a driving force for local people to 

strive for the same success to get free of their insecure life.  

Despite the enormous contributions made by the Chinese to the territory’s 

economy, however, the colonial government did not consider the Chinese as politically 

important. As was described earlier, the Chinese in Hong Kong had very little 

representation in the colonial government. Furthermore, they were controlled by 

discriminatory laws. With the influx of refugees from the mainland, people’s living 

conditions worsened. Under such circumstances, most of the Chinese residents themselves, 

therefore, had no intention of staying in Hong Kong for good. As it was relatively easy for 

them to move in and out of Hong Kong at that time, Hong Kong was merely one of the 

alternatives. They were ready to return to the mainland if anything went wrong in Hong 

Kong, although life on the mainland was also far from ideal. Thus, the Chinese in Hong 

Kong came to possess a sojourn mentality. With this background, people were not 

concerned much with nationalism, but considered earning a livelihood more important
146

. 

Hong Kong’s development as an entrepôt port helped grow people’s pragmatism as it had 

created the image of Hong Kong as a land of opportunities. Even though people had the 

option of returning to the mainland, and even though the living conditions in Hong Kong 

were unsatisfactory, they endured them and remained in Hong Kong. For them, Hong 

Kong was still a better choice as it provided career opportunities.  

Hong Kong’s function as a gate to China thus played a significant role in forming 

pragmatism in people’s mind. A brief look at the number of vessels which entered and 
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departed from Hong Kong reveals that Chinese ports were the most common origin and 

destination from the early period of Hong Kong’s colonial history. Over a half of British 

ships and most of foreign ships that arrived in Hong Kong departed for the Chinese coast, 

and the same was true for the ships that entered Hong Kong from the Chinese coast. For 

example, in 1879, it was reported that 945 British vessels with cargoes, of the total of 

1,834, departed for the coast of China and Formosa (present day Taiwan), while 16,474 out 

of 17,834 foreign ships were bound for these destinations
147

. Similarly, 942 British ships 

and 15,962 foreign ships came from these areas to Hong Kong. Hong Kong was literally a 

‘gate’ of China.  

In fact, at the beginning of the twentieth century, 40 per cent of China’s import 

went through Hong Kong
148

. From the late 1930s, many Chinese enterprises fled from the 

war and moved to Hong Kong, bringing with them huge amounts of capital and technology. 

Hong Kong benefited greatly from this inflow of capital, management expertise, package 

production facilities and technologies in textiles, and hard-working migrants from China
149

, 

which became the foundation for Hong Kong’s industrialization that took place from the 

early 1950s. The late 1940s, after World War II, were spent aiming to reinstitute Hong 

Kong’s viable position in the economic world. It is during this period that a large number 

of Chinese, who fled to the mainland during the Japanese occupation, returned to Hong 

Kong. 

In November 1949, the U.S. imposed an embargo on exports of strategic goods to 

China, as the Communist took control of parts of northern China. The Americans needed 

Britain’s cooperation for more effective trade control. At the beginning, the British hoped 

to maintain economic links with China as it had primary importance for the prosperity of 
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Hong Kong
150

. However, after the Korean War began in June 1950, the British 

reconsidered whether or not they should join other foreign powers in carrying out an 

embargo against China. In May 1951, the British finally decided to impose an embargo on 

exports of strategic materials to China and North Korea
151

. This clearly resulted in heavy 

damage to Hong Kong’s transit trade. A brief look at Hong Kong’s export values in this 

period reveals that the export to China was relatively stable until the first half of 1951 after 

the British embargo (Figure 1.3). Then a sudden decrease was observed from April 1951. It 

is clear from Figure 1.3 that the British embargo had a great impact on Hong Kong’s 

exports. It fell to below two-thirds of the value earned two months before in March. A 

further decrease followed in July, when the value fell almost to one-thirds that in March. 

This substantial drop in the export to China greatly affected total export values too.  

 

 
Figure 1.3: Values of export to China and total values of export. (Data from Hong Kong Trade Returns 1950 & 1951 by 

Department of Commerce and Industry) 

 

As Hong Kong had neither natural resources nor land to increase agricultural 

cultivation, there was little possibility of surviving without changing the economic 

structure. Hong Kong’s business community accordingly had no choice but to face the 
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challenge and attempt a transformation of its economy. This challenge coincided with 

another influx of refugees, mainly from Shanghai and Guangzhou, which followed the 

upheaval after the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. The influx of 

refugees brought a sudden increase of population of Hong Kong. At the end of the World 

War II in1945, Hong Kong had about 600,000 people due to the population control under 

the Japanese military government
152

. It had tripled by 1950, when Hong Kong’s population 

had grown to about 2 million residents. The population further increased over five times to 

3.1 million by 1961, when Hong Kong was in the middle of industrialization
153

. As more 

capital, equipment, technicians and managerial personnel flowed into the territory, Hong 

Kong was industrialized at a great speed during the 1950s and 1960s. Hong Kong’s 

manufacturing sector correspondingly showed a dramatic growth in this period. In 1950, 

there were about 1,500 firms, and some 80,000 people were engaged in them
154

. In only a 

decade, however, the number increased to 5,300 firms with nearly 220,000 people 

employed, and by 1970, a further increase was seen when 550,000 persons were engaged 

in 16,500 establishments
155

.  

A specific characteristic of Hong Kong’s manufacturing sector was that most of 

the firms were family-owned, mostly in sole proprietorships and partnerships. There were 

very few firms that were organized as public companies. One of the advantages of the 

small scale firms was their readiness to respond to changes in market demand. This 

peculiarity of Hong Kong’s manufacturing sector is a reflection of people’s flexibility. 

Having lived through various changes frequently brought to their community, Hong Kong 

people had learnt the skills of how to adapt themselves to new circumstances. Keeping 

their firms small was one application of this idea. Small firms were more easily managed 

and controlled when they faced a change in the industry. Hong Kong’s economic 
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transformation thus started rather from external forces than from self-initiation.  

It was the Shanghai immigrant entrepreneurs that approached British banks for 

loans for their enterprises to contribute to the development of the textile industry in Hong 

Kong
156

. This created a rapid growth of traditional industries like textiles, garments and 

plastics as well as newly emerging industries like electronics, watches and clocks, toys, etc, 

during the 1960s and 1970s
157

. Hong Kong’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) continued to 

grow at a very fast pace. It increased twenty times between 1961 and 1980, while the per 

capita GDP grew over ten times during the same period (Figure 1.4).  

 

 

Figure 1.4: Hong Kong’s GDP and per capita GDP from 1961 to 1980. (Data from the Census and Statistics Department) 

 

Through this development, these industries became the mainstream of Hong 

Kong’s economy. The attitude of Hong Kong people was not bound with old values but 

accepted the new wave and adapted themselves to the new environment. This flexibility 

was generated from the experiences of Hong Kong people. A large number of them were 

refugees from the mainland, and had gone through a series of social changes in Hong Kong 

since the establishment of a British colony. They were forced to live with a sense of 

insecurity even after arriving in Hong Kong, where they had hoped for a better life. The 
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life for Chinese in Hong Kong was still very much disadvantaged. They did not expect 

much from the colonial government because of its attitude towards them. They worked in 

unpleasant condition. Nevertheless they were willing to work for relatively low wages 

since giving it up and going back to the mainland was the least preferred choice for them.  

The fast pace of growth in this period was not the result of a change in the 

colonial government’s policy. The way the government and the people of Hong Kong dealt 

with its future was essentially according to the formula of not rocking the boat
158

. 

Alternatively, the Chinese in Hong Kong might have been working too hard in order to 

make their own living to care about the policy of the Hong Kong’s colonial government. 

Whichever it might have been, this social background promoted people’s thinking that they 

needed to earn their living without relying on the government. The fact that there was not 

much social welfare at that time accelerated the rise of people’s pragmatism.  

Hong Kong in the 1970s saw the diversification of economic strategy. While the 

manufacturing industry continued to develop by producing goods of high value, the 

financial and business services industries like banking, insurance, maritime transport and 

real estate showed rapid growth from the late 1970s
159

. The proportion of the latter 

industries in Hong Kong’s GDP and the growth of employment generated by them 

exceeded those of the manufacturing industry. The newly-opened China market 

encouraged the relocation of the labour-intensive manufacturing sector to the mainland in 

order to take advantage of its relatively low costs of production. At the same time, Hong 

Kong was experiencing continuous population growth. The local population grew from 

two million in 1950 to nearly six million by 1990, a growth of one million every decade
160

. 

The increase in the local population, however, did not stimulate the development of the 

manufacturing, but did the real estate and servicing industries. This actually prompted the 
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economic diversification.  

Behind the economic growth in this period was the colonial government’s positive 

non-intervention policy
161

. In fact, the colonial government did not change its financial and 

economic policies throughout its rule. It had long embraced a public financial policy of 

low tax rates and low public expenditure as well as the so-called “positive 

non-interventionism”
162

. In reality, the government’s position was really important as the 

largest employer, the biggest developer of real estate, the leading constructor, the largest 

landlord and the biggest provider of education and health services. Yet, it neither directed 

the economy nor produced a master plan for the economic diversification
163

. Under the 

positive non-intervention policy, government departments were not responsible for, nor 

took risks in economic development. As a result, this eased the involvement of private 

sectors in economic activities. This is one of the key factors contributing to Hong Kong’s 

economic success. The non-intervention policy on the one hand helped the territory’s 

business sector develop without many restrictions. On the other hand, it probably 

accelerated the growth of people’s feeling of independence from the government. This may, 

again, be closely linked with the political apathy of Hong Kong people mentioned above. 

 Social, political and economic factors have been examined so far in terms of the 

impact they had on the Hong Kong mentality. Hereafter, how the complex educational 

systems influenced the formation of people’s mentality will be examined. The vast 

majority of the Hong Kong population is Cantonese-speaking Chinese. Under the British 

colonial government, Hong Kong was made a bilingual community where English and 

Chinese were official languages. The following section will take a further look at this 

linguistic identity of Hong Kong. 

 First of all, in the early days of colonial Hong Kong, the education simply 
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reflected the colonial government’s wishes, not those of local people. In fact, the provision 

of education was not placed high on the priority list of the colonial administration
164

. The 

policy of the colonial government on Hong Kong and China was focused on trade. 

Protecting and promoting British commercial interests in the region, therefore, was given 

the first priority. The Hong Kong government was therefore reluctant to spend much effort 

on promoting education in the colony. Between 1842 and 1860, only 1-3 per cent of 

expenditure was devoted to schooling, while maintaining public order accounted for 30-40 

per cent of the total revenue
165

.  

The reluctance of the colonial government to promote education was also 

evidenced from the fact that there was no coherent language policy for at least the first 

three and a half decades of Hong Kong’s colonial existence
166

. Education was not 

facilitated by the Hong Kong government. Rather, it was religious groups that set up their 

own schools like in other colonies, and in Britain itself. The first of its kind was a school 

established in 1842 by the Morrison Education Society (MES), which was founded in 

Macau, aiming at teaching native youth to read and write the English language and 

bringing within their reach all the varied learning of the Western world
167

. Although the 

school received support from the colonial government after Governor Pottinger’s accession, 

it was political rather than purely educational. The support was in fact primarily motivated 

by the Foreign Office’s pressing need for interpreters
168

. As it took half a year for a 

dispatch from Hong Kong to reach London and for the reply to reach Hong Kong, policy 

decisions were largely made by the governor in local matters. The British authorities 

exercised very little control over the content, medium and methods of education in these 

early schools.  
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The Anglo-Chinese College, another mission-school by the London Missionary 

Society, followed the MES School and opened in 1844 without, unlike the MES School, 

support from the colonial government. Although the Anglo-Chinese College aimed at 

missionary education, that is, training a native priesthood, it was unsuccessful because 

most of the students who enrolled at the college did so for purely pragmatic reasons
169

. A 

little knowledge of English was sufficient for a Chinese boy to work as an interpreter or 

clerk for a European establishment in Hong Kong, from which he could earn well. 

Therefore, most students did not have an interest in missionary study, and did not stay once 

they had acquired enough knowledge of English to find employment. 

The MES School placed equal emphasis on English and Chinese studies, but some 

schools like Ying Wah (Anglo-Chinese) College used Cantonese as its operational medium 

of instruction, while others made greater use of Mandarin, although in both cases English 

was regarded as an important subject
170

. At the earliest government-assisted schools which 

were operated in the late-1840s, Chinese (oral Cantonese) was used as the medium of 

instruction. Although English was recommended by the colonial government’s Education 

Committee to be introduced into the schools’ curriculum, not many schools followed the 

recommendation.  

Then slightly later, English came to be more favourably adopted in the school 

curriculum. It was after the British had made gains in the Second Anglo-Chinese War 

(1858-60) and when the commercial value for the local Chinese or Eurasians with English 

competence was rapidly becoming more prominent
171

. A move to more pro-English type of 

education came under the governance by Governor John Pope Hennessy during the 1860s 

and 1870s. This was partly because the colonial government wished a selected group of the 

local people to learn English for better communication between the government and the 
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community
172

. The English education was thus established in Hong Kong first mainly 

through missionary schools and then through the necessity for Chinese personnel with 

English competence in the commercial sector. 

Furthermore, the local Chinese were not equally given the opportunities, 

compared with non-Chinese, especially European, residents. For the vast majority of 

Chinese residents, an English education was not easily attainable and only a handful of 

local elite Chinese could receive one. With this background, the image of the 

English-medium schools probably became somewhat superior to the Chinese-medium 

schools. It could be seen from the school environment as well. To take an example from 

the description of educational situation of this period, there were 12 Chinese schools in 

which Chinese was used for all books and as the medium of instruction
173

. These 

government-aided free schools were categorized as the Village Schools. One of the schools 

was reported to be poorly operated, where a large number of students, over 60 on average, 

were accommodated in the upper floor of a small, low-roofed, ill-ventilated, Chinese 

house
174

. A general image of Chinese schools may be derived from this.  

This notion of superiority of English-medium schools might have combined with 

people’s pragmatism in thinking that it would provide better career opportunities and led to 

the later development of the English-medium schools. However, it did not necessarily 

mean that the vernacular education was shrinking although the Hong Kong government did 

only a little to support its development
175

. In 1870, 1,302 children were attending the 

government schools, including the English-medium Central School and the Village Schools, 

while 10,200 children of the school age were still uneducated
176

. Even in such a situation, 

however, the colonial government considered that the greatest educational want in Hong 
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Kong would be a school or schools for European and American children of both sexes
177

. 

The Chinese-medium schools were not given the first priority in this way despite the fact 

that the vast majority of uneducated children were Chinese.  

Thus, there existed an inequality of education among the Chinese between a 

limited number of privileged residents and ordinary people. The Chinese in general were 

placed in an inferior position, but, the circumstances of female citizens were much worse 

in terms of educational opportunities. There was very little chance for Chinese girls to have 

a proper school education in the early colonial era. One of the very few cases where 

Chinese girls had the opportunity of an English education was the one by the Roman 

Catholic Missions, which was aimed at their own denominational girls
178

. It was not until 

the late nineteenth century that the establishment of a Government Girls’ School was 

formally recommended. Yet, at that stage, it was expected that the girls who would attend 

the Girls’ School would be the sisters of the boys attending the Government Central 

School
179

. As the education for boys itself was still limited, this was far from the real open 

education opportunity for Chinese girls in real terms.  

The Government Central School for Girls was officially opened on 1 March 1890, 

for the purpose of providing an ordinary middle class English education for the daughters 

of European, Indian and Chinese residents, with the first enrolment of 34 children
180

. As 

the number suggests, this was not of great help to the local Chinese girls. Due to the lack of 

educational opportunities, many of these uneducated girls were living a hard life. Some 

even had to be involved in prostitution. Symbolizing this situation is the enactment of an 

ordinance for the better Protection of Chinese Women and Female Children, and for the 

Repression of certain Abuses in relation to Chinese Emigration in 1873. It prohibited any 

person from bringing, leading, taking, decoying into the colony, selling or purchasing any 
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women or female child with intent to sell her for the purpose of prostitution
181

. This is an 

indication that many women and girls at that time, mostly Chinese, were forced to emigrate 

to other places to be engaged in prostitution or to work as maids.  

The enactment of the Ordinance, however, did not bring so much improvement. 

Against this backdrop, a Chinese Society entitled the Po Leung Kok was formed in 1879 

for the prevention of kidnapping and for the protection of women and children
182

. The Po 

Leung Kok was given a permanent and legal status and endowed funds out of the Treasury 

under the Po Leung Kok Incorporation Ordinance, 1893. Three years later, in 1896, it was 

reported that the Society obtained a new Home, which was capable of accommodating 100 

girls and that the number of women and girls admitted into the Home showed a gradual 

increase by that time
183

. In other words, there were still many female Chinese who required 

help and care from these organizations.  

Educational opportunities were extended gradually. In 1879, there were 3,460 

children who attended the government schools, while another 2,100 children attended 

non-government schools such as Roman Catholic Schools or native Confucian Schools
184

. 

Nevertheless, it was reported that only 1,800 children among those who were in education 

received English or Anglo-Chinese tuition even if the English instruction in a less than 

adequate level was included
185

. Although the great need for Chinese personnel who 

possessed a high level of English skills existed in the colony, not many Chinese had the 

opportunity to acquire it. In 1890, 7,170 children in 112 schools were receiving education, 

but only 2700 of them were taught in English in 8 English schools and 14 Anglo-Chinese 

schools
186

. A dramatic change was not observed for a considerable length of time. This 

situation made an English education a symbol of superiority that was limited to only a 
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handful of privileged families. Even in 1902, at the turn of the century, among 7,737 

children who were receiving education, only about 3,000 were studying at English schools 

or Anglo-Chinese schools
187

.  

A year earlier, it had been recommended by Governor Henry Blake that a school 

specifically for European children be established
188

. It is interesting to see the reasons 

behind the recommendation. It seems that only the British perspective as the colonial 

master was taken into consideration for the recommendation. First of all, it was stated in 

the recommendation, no suitable education at the time was provided for European children 

due to the operation of government schools. Over 70 per cent of them were categorized as 

Class I, in which a Chinese education was given, about 3 per cent as Class II, in which a 

European education was given in Chinese, and 25 per cent as Class III, in which a 

European education was given in any European language
189

. However, most of Class III 

schools had Chinese masters who were considered not sufficiently competent to give a 

European education to European children as they used Chinese as the medium of 

instruction. These schools were therefore considered to be unsuitable for European 

children.  

Another reason stated in the recommendation was the inefficiency of a learning 

environment with a mixture of races and aspirations. European children wished to acquire 

general knowledge while Chinese children went to school to learn English. It was clearly 

pointed out that the Chinese liked to receive education for a very pragmatic reason. 

Chinese students were thought to study not ‘for the sake of acquiring knowledge, but for 

the sake of dollars and to enable them to earn money
190

’. The differences in their 

motivation were considered to justify the recommendation for the establishment of a 
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European school.  

As an English education was considered to offer better career opportunities, most 

Chinese parents who could afford to, sent their children to English or Anglo-Chinese 

schools. It was their general perception that English education would lead their children to 

a good and financially stable future, even though the education standard provided in the 

schools for the Chinese was far from satisfactory. Having experienced a hard life since the 

early colonial era the parents naturally aspired to a better life for their children. It is the 

desire of many parents worldwide. In Hong Kong’s case, however, the parents’ aspiration 

was even more keenly felt, given the insecurity they were constantly facing under colonial 

rule. 

With the pragmatic consideration of the parents as the background, the number of 

the Chinese children who received an English education gradually, though slowly, 

increased in the twentieth century. As of 1913, a year after the opening of the University of 

Hong Kong, 6,460 children were attending government schools and grant schools, and 

among them, over 4,100 students were at English schools
191

. In addition, about 12,000 

pupils were at private schools, with 10 per cent of them were attending private English 

schools. These private schools were classified into A, B and C schools according to the 

school standard. As almost a half of them fell into C, which was described by the education 

authority as ‘hopeless’ in terms of the academic quality, it is doubtful if these children 

really benefited from the English education. The increase in the education opportunity 

itself, however, was a reflection of local people’s demand. With the implementation of the 

Education Ordinance in 1913, all private schools were required to meet certain criteria, 

such as the proper sanitation, the methods of enforcement of discipline, the use of desirable 

books, or any other matter regarding the proper conduct and efficiency of schools
192

.  

The opening of the University of Hong Kong in 1912, the only tertiary educational 
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institution at that time, would have contributed to the increase of the number of students 

studying at English schools. In 1923, the number of students studying at government 

schools and grant schools increased to over 7,800, and 6,800 of them were at those of 

English
193

. It means that most schools that received some funding from the government 

were English schools by this time. Apart from those studying at government schools and 

grant schools, over 30,000 students were attending private schools, but those who studied 

at English schools, about 5,600, were a minority in this category. Yet, there was an 

apparent increase in the total number of children who were receiving their education in 

English.  

The situation changed in the late 1940s after the Japanese occupation finished and 

British rule returned. As the civil war in China resumed, hundreds of thousands of refugees 

entered Hong Kong, creating a massive new demand for education which the British 

administration was initially unprepared to cope with
194

. Since more efficient and effective 

policies were sought to provide vocational instruction that would be of practical use to 

students, the use of Chinese in place of English was attempted. In the early 1950s, 

enrolments in the English- and Chinese-medium secondary schools were evenly 

balanced
195

. In accordance with the increase of refugees from the mainland, mother tongue 

education was proved pedagogically advantageous over teaching in a second language and 

many local educators supported the adoption of Chinese-medium education
196

. This move 

eventually led to the establishment of the Chinese University of Hong Kong in 1963, 

which reflected the demand of the increasing non-English speaking residents of Hong 

Kong, especially with regard to higher education opportunities.  

In these movements, however, local parents’ preference was still placed on the 

English-medium secondary schools as more opportunities for employment and higher 
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education were provided. It was generally perceived that the value of English was high 

especially when sending their children abroad for further education
197

. The colonial 

government’s stance towards education corresponded to local parents’ preference. It was 

the government’s intention that individual school authorities should decide whether the 

medium of instruction would be English or Chinese
198

. As was the case before, parents 

considered a good command of English as a key to future success.   

Nonetheless, higher education itself was limited to only a small number of elite 

students. Merely 2 per cent of the age-appropriate group was admitted to university degree 

programmes until the early 1980s. For instance, in the 1980/1981 academic year, the 

student enrolment of First-year-first-degree places was about 2,500
199

. Given that the 

number exceeded 8,500 in the 1990/1991 academic year, the entry to university degree 

programmes was very difficult. Within such a competitive environment, success at school 

meant success in society. In addition, there had been a British-based accreditation system 

of professional qualifications such as law, accountancy, medicine, or engineering, which 

were obtained in Hong Kong. There was thus a built-in English language prerequisite for 

anyone aspiring to become a professional in Hong Kong. Thus, there were strong grounds 

that the English language skills were considered to be essential from a pragmatic point of 

view.  

The preference for English-medium schools became even stronger after 1982, 

when the Hong Kong public learned the probable future of Hong Kong returning to China 

as they thought fluency in English a desirable qualification for emigration purposes, 

especially for relatively young professionals and their children. The number of 

English-medium secondary schools increased dramatically from 57.9 per cent in 1960 to 
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91.7 per cent in 1990
200

. The sudden increase from the early 1980s overlapped with the 

increase in available university places. From the mid-1970s to the early 1980s, the number 

of first-year places available for full-time degree programmes in Hong Kong was around 

two per cent of the relevant age group. Then the number rose to 4.5 per cent of the age 

group in 1986 with about 4,200 places, 10 per cent in 1990 with about 8,500 places, and 18 

per cent in 1995 with 15,000 places, after which the number stabilized
201

. In order to 

secure a place at a university degree programme, attending an English-medium secondary 

school was essential. 

Interestingly enough, since the 1980s, about 90 per cent of primary school 

students have been educated in the Chinese-medium in all subjects except English
202

. This 

totally opposite situation between primary schools and secondary schools undoubtedly 

causes some confusion and difficulties at the transition from the primary to secondary 

school. Nonetheless, the society of Hong Kong, especially parents of the students, has had 

a strong preference for English-medium schools. It has commonly been perceived in Hong 

Kong that English is the language of the highest instrumental value and social status
203

. 

Hong Kong people consider the economic value of English more important than the 

pedagogic value of Cantonese. This tendency has continued even after the re-unification to 

China, which proves that pragmatism has taken root in Hong Kong people’s mind.  

One clear example to indicate people’s preference for the English-medium 

education was seen in 1997, just after the reunification. The government of Hong Kong 

Special Administrative Region decided to implement a new policy that all public-sector 

secondary schools would adopt Chinese as the medium of instruction for students in Form 

1 to Form 3 from September 1998
204

. An exemption was granted to the schools which met 
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the conditions such as the students’ ability to learn and the teachers’ capability to teach in 

English, or the schools’ supporting strategies and programmes, but the decision of the 

Education Department was that only 100 schools would be permitted to teach all subjects 

except Chinese subjects in English and the rest (around 300 schools) would have to use 

Chinese as the medium of instruction
205

. Hong Kong society showed a strong and 

emotional reaction against this government’s decision. Students cried when they knew that 

their school had to turn to the Chinese-medium school, and many, together with their 

teachers and parents, marched on the streets expressing their dissatisfaction
206

. Twenty 

secondary schools appealed against the decision and fourteen of them were further allowed 

to teach in English, which made the total number of English-medium schools 114
207

.  

The reaction of people demonstrates that the English language for Hong Kong 

people has become both a cultural and symbolic capital and knowledge of English 

distinguishes them from mainland Chinese
208

. This linguistic identity serves as one of the 

most distinct features of Hong Kong people from the rest of China. Bilingualism is, as it 

were, a privilege given to them under the 150-year colonial history, and it has taken root 

deep in people’s mind as their identity. What we see from people’s reaction is not just a 

matter of learning to the students, but ‘a matter of honour or dishonour, of pride or 

shame’
209

. The English language skills promote Hong Kong people’s competitiveness in 

the international market compared with mainland Chinese who have been increasingly 

influential in the global economy.  

 During the ten years after the implementation of the mother-tongue education 

policy, heated discussions and debates were held about it. The government accordingly 

re-assessed and fine-tuned the policy in 2009. Under the revised plan, schools would be 
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given more freedom to determine the language of teaching, provided that 85 per cent of 

their Form 1 students come from the top 40 per cent ability band
210

. Schools that do not 

meet this requirement could still conduct up to a quarter of their non-language subject class 

time in English. This new policy actually provoked strong resistance from some principals 

and teachers, since they were concerned that it would lead to increased workloads and 

intense competition among schools to offer English classes and that students studying in 

Chinese-medium classes would be further stigmatised
211

. Nonetheless, the responses have 

been generally positive. Thus, whether it is pedagogically effective or not, bilingualism 

plays a significant role in Hong Kong society partly as an identification of Hongkongers, 

or partly as a socio-economic driving force.  

 The influence of Hong Kong’s education systems on the Hong Kong mentality has 

been analyzed so far. It has become clear that education in the early colonial days of Hong 

Kong was not given the priority in the government’s policies. There was also serious 

inequality between the privileged Chinese and ordinary local Chinese, as well as between 

boys and girls, in terms of educational opportunities. These factors cultivated the sense of 

inferiority among the Chinese. They, on the other hand, opted for pragmatism as education 

was considered as a necessary tool for success in employment.  

 

 The way in which the colonial background has affected the formation of the Hong 

Kong mentality has been explored in this chapter. The insecure feeling of Hong Kong 

people emerged from the inequality people felt as the ruled group, the political 

representation they barely had, and the legal system which did not protect the same rights 

as the British expatriates enjoyed. It also came from the social instability that Hong Kong 

had experienced. Safety and sanitation were still the major concerns in the daily life of the 

local Chinese. Flexibility was required for people to tackle the difficulties under the 
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colonial government. From the early days of the colony, people had a sojourn mentality 

that they could always return to the mainland if the situation worsened. This was possibly 

one basis of people’s flexibility. The flexible attitude enabled Hong Kong to adapt different 

approaches to the economic development. The successful transition from an entrepôt of 

Britain to an industrialized city and then to a finance and business services centre owes 

much to such flexibility. Behind the economic development, people’s pragmatic way of 

thinking heightened. Through experiencing a hard life, people came to realize that financial 

achievement would be what they should aim at in order to protect themselves. How much 

they could earn became an important issue then. This is obvious even from people’s 

preference for the English-medium schools which are considered to offer better future 

career opportunities. It was thus considered that Hong Kong’s status as a British colony 

contributed to the formation of the Hong Kong mentality. The next chapter will be an 

attempt to clarify China’s influence on the mentality of Hong Kong people. 
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Chapter 2 China Factors 

 

 Even though Hong Kong was once a British colony and followed the British 

political and legal system, China’s influence cannot be neglected throughout Hong Kong’s 

colonial history as well as after the handover of sovereignty to China. In this chapter, 

China’s impact on the formation of the Hong Kong mentality will be examined.  

 It is considered that the perception of one’s identity is very much related to 

mentality. This area has been broadly discussed among the scholars from the perspectives 

of politics, education and culture, largely in relation to the colonial and post-colonial 

contexts. In the case of Hong Kong, the emergence of the Hong Kong identity would not 

be properly viewed without considering China’s presence. It is commonly agreed that the 

emergence of a Hong Kong identity occurred in the 1970s
212

. The justification for this is 

mostly based on the economic development of Hong Kong and the political situation of 

China in the period.  

For example, the emergence of a Hong Kong identity can be observed from the 

issue of border control. Until 1950, people were able to move freely and regularly to and 

from China, which produced a sojourner mentality and kept Hong Kong people from 

developing a sense of local identity
213

. The border between Hong Kong and the mainland 

was insignificant compared with that of other political territories. Rather, trade and 

movement through the border were positively encouraged by colonial officials and 

economic elites as Hong Kong was serving as a gate to connect China with the West
214

. 

Hong Kong therefore meant a temporary residence for most of the Chinese, who were 

always ready to go back to the mainland if things went unfavourably. Many people came to 

Hong Kong from the rural areas of southern China to look for work and when they had 
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earned enough money, they went back to their home on the mainland. When they 

experienced economic hardships or political turbulence there, they again migrated to Hong 

Kong. This actually formed a flexible pool of migrants who provided sufficient labour to 

establish Hong Kong as the major trading port in the Far East
215

. As a result, there was no 

reason for a strong Hong Kong identity to be nurtured since most Hong Kong people did 

not belong to Hong Kong in a real sense. People at that time called themselves simply 

Chinese as there was no notion of being “Hongkongers”
216

.  

The foundation of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, however, made the 

situation very different. Before this dramatic change in China, Hong Kong had been a 

haven for Chinese political exiles and economic refugees who fled their motherland during 

civil wars, domestic turmoil and natural catastrophes
217

. Hong Kong basically accepted this 

situation assuming that it would help the colony develop further. Nonetheless, with this 

new political movement, the number of refugees became uncontrollable. Having faced a 

political disorder in the mainland, the colonial government enacted Chapter 243, the 

Immigrants Control Ordinance in 1949. The primary purpose of the Ordinance was to stop 

these refugees from entering the territory any longer as a severe shortage of space, which 

was already a worsening problem, was anticipated. An even more crowded situation with a 

sudden increase of population was believed to cause a negative impact on the development 

of Hong Kong economy. Under the Ordinance, entry into the colony was prohibited except 

at an authorized landing place or point of entry, and with a permit from an Immigration 

Officer
218

. It also required that all persons entering the colony hold a valid travel document, 

a valid entry permit, a certificate of residence or frontier pass
219

. This meant an imposition 

of permanent immigration restrictions at the Sino-British border. Theoretically people in 

                                                   
215 Law & Lee (2006) pp.230-231 
216 Chun (2000) p.449 
217 Lin & Tse (2005) p.874 
218 Section 4, The Immigrants Control Ordinance, 1949 
219 Section 18, The Immigrants Control Ordinance, 1949 



58 

 

the mainland could no longer enter Hong Kong freely. In reality, however, the Ordinance 

had little effect because the Chinese government did not really control the immigrants who 

poured into Hong Kong.  

The colonial government therefore implemented a quota system in 1950 to limit 

the entry of Chinese citizens after the negotiation with the Chinese government
220

. Under 

this system, the Chinese government could grant exit permits so-called “One-Way Permit” 

that would allow the holders to enter Hong Kong for residence, and the Hong Kong 

government would accept all the Chinese citizens who had been issued the permits. The 

Chinese population of Hong Kong thus turned into a settled one as a result of this border 

control
221

. Those who were born in Hong Kong after 1950 therefore had little contact with 

the PRC. It was this separation that had helped the Hong Kong identity grow gradually 

when these post-war local-born baby boomers came of age in the 1970s. It is also relevant 

that the immigrants from China largely decided not to return to the socialist motherland. 

They arrived in Hong Kong with a hope for the social stability that was not guaranteed in 

the mainland. This flow of people into Hong Kong caused the gradual formation of a local 

identity since the 1960s
222

.  

On the other hand, it is also true that despite the border control, illegal migrants 

from China continued to enter the territory and helped fuel economic expansion in Hong 

Kong
223

. Between 1949 and 1950 only, over 700,000 refugees flowed into Hong Kong 

from China
224

. This accounted for over one-third of the total population of about 2 million 

in 1950. Another influx of over 115,000 refugees was caused by the failure of the Great 

Leap Forward and the Great Chinese Famine on the mainland during 1959-61, and another 

wave of illegal immigration followed the death of Mao Zedong in 1976
225

. In fact, in spite 
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of the implementation of the Immigrants Control Ordinance in 1949 and the “One-Way 

Permit” system in 1950, the colonial government exercised discretion in allowing illegal 

immigrants to register and stay in Hong Kong whether they were apprehended by the 

police or not, due to a serious shortage of unskilled workers caused by rapid 

labour-intensive industrialization
226

. This is why the inflows of immigrants mentioned 

above occurred.  

This situation continued for a while until the early 1970s, but then the border 

control was tightened in 1974 with the introduction of the “Touch-Base Policy”. Under this 

new policy, illegal immigrants who were arrested were repatriated to China, while those 

who successfully evaded capture and established a home with relatives or found 

accommodation in urban areas were allowed to stay
227

. The immigrants who “touched 

base” in Hong Kong were simply allowed to remain in the territory. It means that they 

were not required to register and obtain an identity card.  

The Chinese government, however, accused Hong Kong of positively welcoming 

illegal immigrants. At the same time, another massive influx of refugees occurred after 

China adopted the Open-Door policy in 1978. Accordingly a tougher measure was 

established in October 1980 under Governor Murray MacLehose. The colonial government 

abolished the Touch-Base Policy and all people residing in Hong Kong were required to 

hold an identity card or other acceptable proof of identification at all times. The illegal 

immigrants who were already in Hong Kong were given three days to register to apply for 

identity cards but only 7,000 did so
228

. Most of the illegal immigrants believed that the 

registration would be a trap to send them back to China and therefore were scared of being 

deported if they were caught. They did not take the risk and chose to live quietly and 

remain illegal. The number of these illegal immigrants without official documents was 
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estimated as many as 200,000 at that time
229

.  

Apart from the abolition of the Touch-Base Policy, the decrease of issuance of 

One-Way Permit also functioned as an effective measurement to control the inflow of 

people from the mainland. Through these several stages, the population of Hong Kong was 

gradually made more stable than the past. Yet, as these refugees comprised a significant 

part of the Hong Kong population, their anxiety and basic insecurity are likely to have 

played an important role in forming the Hong Kong mentality.  

The Hong Kong identity could be considered to have been shaped by the local 

people differentiating themselves from those in mainland China. With the colonial 

government’s effort education through, the rule of law came to be highly valued in Hong 

Kong. This actually contrasted sharply with the PRC, where the law and regulations were 

not efficiently exercised
230

. The path of development of Hong Kong and China had 

diverged greatly since 1949, with Hong Kong pursuing laissez-faire capitalism and China 

experimenting with Maoist socialism
231

. While Hong Kong rapidly transformed itself into 

an active member of the international economy, China became an inward-looking and 

closed society
232

. The contrast of “capitalism versus socialism” or “economically 

developed versus developing” became an essential element of the Hong Kong identity.  

The perceived differences gradually generated a sense of superiority among the 

Hong Kong Chinese over mainland Chinese from the 1970s. Until then, in fact, most local 

people were so poor and the life in Hong Kong was so hard that their identity was not 

associated positively with the colonial government
233

. For example, as was mentioned 

earlier, those who could receive higher education were very few until the 1970s. As Figure 

2.1 shows, Hong Kong’s per capita GDP did not show a rapid growth until the mid-1970s.  
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Figure 2.1: Hong Kong’s per capita GDP from 1961 to 1985 (HK$) (Data from the Census and Statistics Department) 

 

The fact that the Hong Kong identity was formed within the framework of a sharp contrast 

with China indicates that political and social instability of China contributed much to the 

emergence of the Hong Kong identity after the 1970s, when Hong Kong people’s living 

standard rapidly improved.  

 The settled population in the 1950s and 1960s, most of whom were originally 

political and economic refugees from various parts of China, enabled the significant 

development of industry in Hong Kong, mainly providing a cheap, hard-working labour 

force for the production of textiles and other export goods
234

. This development led to the 

economic boom of Hong Kong during the 1970s. Two major socio-economic factors for 

the emergence of a clear, local Hong Kong identity in the 1970s can be identified; the 

increased prosperity due to the dramatic growth of Hong Kong economy, and the 

significant stabilization of the population
235

.  

The economic progress in this period apparently contributed to creating the 

striking differences in standard of living in Hong Kong and China, which engendered 
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attitudes of superiority and disdain for mainland China
236

. For example, in 1960, it was 

reported that over a half of the urban population were still living in overcrowded or slum 

conditions on incomes of less than 300 dollars a month
237

. By 1971, however, the mean 

monthly income of employees of all industries exceeded 1,000 dollars
238

. Even the 

manufacturing industry, which accounted for 32 per cent of Hong Kong’s labour force at 

that time, offered an average of 875 dollars per month. Again, it may be regarded that the 

Hong Kong identity became more prominent by comparing the situation in Hong Kong 

with that in China.  

The Hong Kong identity, particularly strong among those who were younger, born 

in Hong Kong, in better paid employment and with greater education, could be 

characterized as “modern, Western-influenced, materialist, and predominantly urban”
239

. 

Hong Kong people made their own status by contrasting themselves with people on the 

mainland. Since one of the elements that differentiated Hong Kong from China was its 

economic prosperity, an emphasis was placed on the pursuit of economic success in order 

for Hong Kong people to keep their superior position over the mainland people.  

It was noted above that the divergence of political and economic situations of 

Hong Kong from those in China played a significant role in the emergence of the Hong 

Kong identity. How, then, has the local people’s ethnicity affected establishing the Hong 

Kong identity? A majority of the Hong Kong population originated from mainland Chinese 

who, as labour force, were attracted particularly from the neighbouring province of 

Guangdong to Hong Kong in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century with the 

development of entrepôt trade. Also, they were people who, as political and economic 

refugees, tried to escape from the internal chaos in China in the first half of the twentieth 

century. There were a large number of wealthy merchants as well from Shanghai who fled 
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to the colony in the 1930s and 1940s during the Japanese invasion of China and the civil 

war, also with the establishment of People’s Republic of China in 1949
240

.  

Many of those who entered Hong Kong from the mainland did not return to their 

homeland. In Hong Kong, opportunities were relatively easily found thanks to prosperous 

the entrepôt trade. As people recognised a striking difference in the social conditions 

between the two regions, the general image of Hong Kong and that of the mainland came 

to be seen in contrast; one as positive, the other as negative. This complicated Chinese 

ethnicity must have had great impact on the establishment of the Hong Kong identity. 

In fact, even if it was the case that the Hong Kong identity was formed through 

the self-differentiation of the local people from those in mainland China, it was also true 

that Hong Kong people were ethnic Chinese and had families, relatives, friends, or 

business in China, which thus meant that they could not be completely immune from 

developments in China
241

. This complex situation enabled Hong Kong people to have a 

flexible mind. On the one hand, they were free from the political and social chaos of the 

mainland and enjoyed a better standard of living than that of mainland China. On the other 

hand, they were Chinese who were proud of, and treasured their cultural and social 

traditions. Their notion of “Chinese but not Chinese”, as it were, would not have been 

realized without their flexibility. In the history of the Chinese in colonial Hong Kong, a 

mixed identity was gradually cultivated derived from this complexity. 

Their flexible attitude towards their identity can be evidenced by people’s 

self-identification as well. Several studies recognized four identities among Hong Kong 

people, that is, ‘Chinese’, ‘Hongkonger’, ‘Chinese and secondarily Hongkonger’ and 

‘Hongkonger and secondarily Chinese’, and analyzed how they were perceived by the 

local people
242

. A relatively stable pattern of identification of about 20-30 per cent for 
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people identifying themselves as either “Hongkonger” or “Chinese” was found from four 

surveys carried out in 1996, 1999, 2002 and 2006
243

. On the other hand, the category 

“Hongkonger and secondarily Chinese” showed a clear increase throughout the four 

surveys (32.9%, 35.8%, 36.0%, and 38.1% respectively)
244

. Together with the category 

“Chinese and secondarily Hongkonger”, the dual identities count almost 60 per cent of the 

respondents. This indicates that the dual identities ‘Chinese and secondarily Hongkonger’ 

and ‘Hongkonger and secondarily Chinese’ had become more prominent and important 

since Hong Kong’s return to China. Since the dual identities are currently the dominant 

form of identity in Hong Kong people
245

, it could be considered that people are flexibly 

switching their identity from one to the other according to social, political, and economic 

changes in the society. People in Hong Kong long had a complicated situation where their 

society was strongly influenced by the Western political and legal system while it remained 

very much Chinese culturally. This background probably contributed much to generating 

people’s flexibility. 

The changes in China should not be neglected in considering the identity issues of 

Hong Kong people. Chinese economic reforms and the Open Policy after 1978 gradually 

transformed an economically weak country into one of the economic superpowers in the 

world. Hong Kong soon started to seek the opportunities in the mainland and moved its 

manufacturing activities across the border
246

. Hong Kong’s traditional role as an entrepôt 

to China did not function for a while as a result of the U.S.A. and the United Nations 

embargoes following the Korean War in the 1950s. However, it revived from the early 

1970s following the gradual normalization of international relations between China and the 

West
247

.  
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The impact that the development of trading with China made on Hong Kong was 

of great significance. A brief look at the trade statistics shows how large the scale of the 

impact from the trade with China was (Figure 2.2).  

 

 

Figure 2.2: Total trade with China, USA and Japan (HK$ million) (Data from Total trade with ten main countries/territories by 

the Census and Statistics Department) 

 

In 1972, Hong Kong’s total trade with China was only about 4 billion Hong Kong dollars 

and ranked third after trade with the United States and Japan. After a decade in 1982, 

Japan’s position was taken over by trade with China, which had achieved a ten-fold growth 

to over 44 billion Hong Kong dollars by then. It was not long before China became the top 

trading partner for Hong Kong. By 1986 the total trade with China exceeded that with U.S. 

by almost 30 billion Hong Kong dollars. It only took another four years before it reached 

twice as much as the total trade amount between Hong Kong and the United States. Since 

then China’s position has never been replaced by any other country. The trade with China 

has grown at an incredible pace and it currently accounts for a half of Hong Kong’s total 

trade. China’s existence has thus become indispensable for the prosperity of Hong Kong.  
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China’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 was a critical 

new factor affecting Hong Kong’s economic growth, its role in the Chinese economy and 

the nature and intensity of Hong Kong’s cooperation with its neighbour, Guangdong
248

. 

Furthermore, the establishment of the Closer Economic Partnership Arrangement in 2003 

between Hong Kong and China, known as CEPA, accelerated the economic development 

of the two regions. CEPA is essentially a free trade agreement between China and Hong 

Kong. Under this arrangement, certain Hong Kong-made products are free from tariffs 

when exported to mainland China, while certain Hong Kong-based service providers have 

easier access to the mainland market
249

. CEPA’s less restrictive conditions enable Hong 

Kong firms to have first-mover advantage in entering the Chinese market
250

. With these 

two significant events, Hong Kong’s economic development was further accelerated. As 

Figure 2.2 above indicates, the growth rate of the total trade with China after 2002 is 

apparently much greater than the previous years, even compared with those with U.S.A. 

and Japan, which are Hong Kong’s second and third biggest trading partners.  

CEPA not only fuelled economic integration between the regions, but also allowed 

citizens in the mainland to visit Hong Kong on an individual basis. This was made possible 

especially with the launch of the Individual Visit Scheme in July 2003, by which travelling 

to Hong Kong for mainland citizens in selected cities was made easier and more 

convenient. The number of visitors from the mainland increased from 6.83 million in 2002 

to 8.47 million in 2003, and 12.25 million in 2004, with annual increase rates of 24.1 and 

44.6 per cent respectively
251

. Obviously, behind the drastic increase was the rapid 

economic growth in the mainland. In fact, the year 2003 saw a significant 6.2 per cent fall 

in the total number of visitors to Hong Kong compared with 2002 due to the outbreak of 
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Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS)
252

. However, the number of visitors from 

mainland China was the only exception that marked an increase from the previous year. It 

is clear that these visitors from the mainland played a very important role in the 

development of the Hong Kong economy. 

 

 

Figure 2.3: Total visitor arrivals from all regions and from mainland China (Data from Statistical Reviews of Hong Kong 

Tourism) 

 

Now, these tourists stand as a core element of Hong Kong’s economic growth. In 2010, 

over 22 million people came from the mainland, which accounted for 63 per cent of Hong 

Kong’s total arrivals
253

. They spent much more money than tourists from any other country. 

In 2010, the total overnight visitor spending by mainland visitors recorded 87 billion Hong 

Kong dollars, which was equivalent to 64.4 per cent of the total spending by all overnight 

visitors
254

. In other words, Hong Kong’s economy would be severely damaged without 

these mainland visitors. Hong Kong people who once differentiated themselves from the 

mainlanders with a superior feeling now possess a different view as they see China as the 
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best economic partner. This was made possible by their flexible and pragmatic ways of 

thinking. In fact, economic opportunities are now regarded to exist north of the border, 

rather than in Hong Kong
255

. As long as the economic growth in China continues, the dual 

identity of Hong Kong people will still remain founded on their flexibility and pragmatism. 
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Chapter 3 Other Factors 

 

 Hong Kong has experienced a number of important changes within one and a half 

centuries. Since these changes simply happened without reflecting local people’s wish or 

intention, people were in a sense forced to adapt themselves to each new environment. It is 

therefore considered that the continuously changing environment had a great impact on the 

Hong Kong mentality. As factors relating to Hong Kong’s colonial status and China issues 

have been discussed in the previous chapters, this chapter looks into other factors that 

might have affected the creation of the Hong Kong mentality. Special attention is paid to 

the uncertainty that was engendered in people’s mind through experiencing the changes. 

 Within about one and a half centuries, Hong Kong saw four significant political 

changes: the acquisition of sovereignty by the British in 1841, the occupation by the 

Japanese from 1941, the re-acquisition by the British in 1945 and the reunification with 

China in 1997. These are of course only the changes observed from political perspectives. 

At a lower level, that is, in people’s daily lives, there have been numerous changes 

affecting them. For instance, even after the tiny island of Hong Kong was colonized by the 

British in the middle of the nineteenth century, Hong Kong’s unstable status continued. The 

dissatisfaction of the British with the result of the Treaty of Nanking, as what they really 

hoped was to secure economic benefits from trade not simply to obtain a tiny island, led 

Britain to take more aggressive attitude and demand the revision of the Treaty
256

. This 

finally resulted in the Second Sino-British War from 1856 and ended up with the expansion 

of the colonial territory by including the Kowloon peninsula in 1860. 

At that time, Hong Kong’s economy was slowly growing owing to the trade with 

the British and the Americans
257

, but people’s insecure feeling remained. Hong Kong was 

naturally an easier option for migration from China, where the political situation was very 
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tense. When the situation in the mainland worsened, an influx of people into Hong Kong 

soon occurred.  

In 1858, for example, the city and suburbs of Canton were captured by the Allied 

British and French Forces and placed under military occupation under martial Law
258

. The 

blockade of the River and Port of Canton was raised and there were conditions imposed on 

persons, other than Chinese, visiting the city or suburbs. A proclamation by Pih-Kwei, 

Acting Imperial Commissioner of the Emperor of China, was then sent to John Bowring, 

Governor of Hong Kong, stating that Imperial Commissioner and Governor General of the 

Two Kwang had been deprived of all official rank as a result of his mal-administration and 

a new person had been nominated
259

. The tension in the mainland caused a flow of 

refugees into Hong Kong. 

More chaos was brought to the colony even after the Peace Treaty was signed.  

The Treaty between Great Britain and China was signed on 3 July in 1858. In disregard of 

the Treaty, however, menacing proclamations and orders were issued by people who had 

hostility to Britain, principally from the districts of Heang-shan and Sun-on, compelling 

the residents of Hong Kong to quit their abodes, to violate their obligations, to neglect their 

duties and to flee to the mainland of China
260

. The society of Hong Kong felt uneasy under 

such a situation, not knowing what would happen to them. Moreover, with an influx of 

immigrants from the mainland, the growing economy could not fully support to provide 

Hong Kong people with reasonable standard of living. The population of Hong Kong 

during this period increased dramatically from 75,509 in 1858, to 94,917 in 1860, and then 

123,511 in 1862 with the inflow of people from the mainland
261

.  

Such a sudden increase of population brought a security problem in the colony 

and heightened people’s insecure feeling. The colonial government therefore issued a 
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notification stating “as some anxiety is reported to be felt among the Community in the 

present unsettled state of affairs in the neighbourhood of this Colony, it has been thought 

advisable by the Government to adopt certain precautionary measures for securing the 

peace of the City and the safety of the inhabitants and property
262

”. This was realized 

immediately as the enactment of Ordinance No.2 of 1857 issued on 6 January 1857. It is, 

however, of a discriminatory nature. Under this ordinance, all Chinese residents in the 

colony were obliged to hold a night pass from eight (later revised to nine) in the evening 

till sunrise
263

. Any person lawfully acting as a sentry or patrol at night time was authorized 

to fire upon, with intent or effect to kill, any Chinese whom he had reasonable grounds to 

suspect of being outside for an improper purpose
264

. The colonial administration 

considered that it was necessary to control the Chinese to protect non-Chinese residents 

and improve security. It proves that the society was still in an unstable condition, for which 

the Chinese residents were blamed.  

In addition, just outside the territory, there had been a fear that Russia might 

launch a sea-borne invasion. Britain had been in conflict with Russia during the Crimean 

War that started in March 1854. Although most of the fighting took place in the Black Sea 

region, Britain considered the War an opportunity to counter and undermine Russian 

influence in East Asia
265

. A British squadron left Hong Kong to move against Russian 

territories in Northeast Asia upon the declaration of the war. Russia at that time was 

interested in Hong Kong for its excellent strategic position and they also noted that Hong 

Kong was largely defenceless especially after the British fleet moved north
266

. A rumour 

that a large Russian fleet was in the area spread in Hong Kong, which forced Hong Kong 

to quickly erect defences and construct signal stations at each end of the island. Although 
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they never attacked the territory, the uncertainty made Hong Kong residents extremely 

nervous during the latter half of the nineteenth century. It can easily be deduced that local 

people were lived with considerable uncertainty under such circumstances.  

After the Crimean War ended, the Hong Kong’s relations with the Russians had 

improved as the Russian Empire recognized Hong Kong’s potential significance and 

obtained free trade access under a treaty with the British. Yet, a suspicion that the Russians 

might attack Hong Kong never completely vanished especially as at that time, there was no 

permanent fleet stationed in Hong Kong. It was reported in 1880 that the Russian Consul 

noted that Hong Kong’s excellent strategic position would make it a fine base for the 

Russian navy
267

. In addition to this situation, a growing dispute between Britain and Russia 

in 1885 over Afghanistan and Central Asia brought another fear to Hong Kong that they 

might be about to come under a naval attack.  

The anxiety caused by this forced the colonial government to decide to raise the 

defence level. In a dispatch sent to the Secretary of State dated on 2 January 1885, 

Governor Bowen requested the British government to provide the armament of the new 

forts at the colony, reporting that there was a very strong feeling fully shared by the 

principal Naval and Military Officers that it would be worse than useless to erect fresh 

defence works unless they were armed with Ordinance of latest and most approved pattern, 

capable of resisting the attack of the heaviest modern artillery
268

. This actually reveals how 

weak the defence of Hong Kong was, and how tense the situation was becoming. Spying 

activities by the Russians were actually observed during this nervous period. The colonial 

government noticed that two suspected Russian spies had left Hong Kong in 1885, which 

again led to a heated discussion about the territory’s security. In the following year, three 

Russian officers were arrested for sketching defence fortifications protecting Hong Kong
269

. 
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It was apparently a sign of Russian’s strong interest in Hong Kong which heightened 

anxiety.  

 The early twentieth century did not see much improvement in the colony’s 

defence issues. Since the previous century, the issue of Hong Kong’s defence had been 

argued, but it even became more serious when the Russo-Japanese War broke out in 1904. 

Hong Kong was accused by the Russians of, for example, allowing a ship bound for Japan 

to take on a supply of dynamite in spite of Britain’s formal neutrality
270

. British neutrality 

obviously applied to its colony Hong Kong as well. A proclamation was issued upon the 

outbreak of the war to ban the supply of coal to the war-ship of either belligerent power 

except on the written authorisation of the Harbour Master
271

. Yet, despite the official 

neutrality, Russia’s accusation was in fact justified by the increase of the vessels under the 

British flag in Ocean-going trade. An increase of 352 ships of 930,300 tons compared to 

the previous year was recorded, which was explained “due to a large influx of colliers and 

other tramp steamers in ballast, attracted to the Far East by the War”
272

. The increase of 

British vessels bound for Japan was due to the Anglo-Japanese Alliance signed in 1902, but 

as Hong Kong did not have sufficient defence measures, people would have felt a threat 

from the Russian power.   

Apart from the security issues in relation to the foreign threat, Hong Kong had 

several domestic problems that increased insecurity. For example, Hong Kong was 

considered to have played an important role in the 1911 Chinese Revolution. A heroic 

figure in the Revolution, Sun Yat-sen, and his colleagues planned and initiated at least 

eight abortive uprisings from the British colony Hong Kong
273

. This was mainly because 

the Chinese revolutionaries took advantage of the politically freer atmosphere and more 

independent political status of Hong Kong, turning the territory into a convenient sanctuary 

                                                   
270 Share (2004) p.733 
271 The Hong Kong Government Gazette Extraordinary, 15 February 1904 
272 Report on the Blue Book for 1904 
273 Fok (1990) p.53, Liu (1997) pp.83-85 



74 

 

and a place of secret anti-Manchu conspiracy
274

. Sun himself was educated in Hong Kong 

and had graduated from the College of Medicine for Chinese in 1892, where he realized 

the progress of the West and the backwardness of China.  

A series of revolutionary attempts originated from the foundation of Hsing-chung 

hui (Revive China Society) in Honolulu in November 1894, followed by the foundation of 

Hong Kong Hsing-chung hui in 1985 both inspired by Sun Yat-sen
275

. The original aim of 

the society was not to overthrow the Manchu dynasty but to organize progressive elements 

at home and abroad for the purpose of strengthening China
276

, however it later became 

more radical. The first revolutionary attempt to capture Canton was planned for October 

1894. Canton was selected as the target for the revolutionaries because of the easy 

accessibility from the conspirators’ main base Hong Kong, which functioned as the rear 

headquarters where men, arms and funds were to be assembled
277

. The plot, however, was 

unsuccessful due to the internal conflict and lack of communication between Hong Kong 

and Canton sides. Some six hundred Hong Kong residents were reported to be involved in 

this attempt although only forty or fifty of them were apprehended upon their arrival in 

Canton
278

. Sun Yat-sen, who was in charge of the plot in Canton, went back to Hong Kong 

then escaped to Japan, where he received support from a number of Japanese in and out of 

the government. 

He led another attempt in 1900 in which he tried to persuade the 

Governor-Generals of Kwangtung and Kwangsi to declare the independence from the 

Empire. The plan was initiated by Ho Kai, a Chinese member of the Legislative Council of 

Hong Kong, who drafted a letter to Governor Blake of the colony
279

. Informed by Ho Kai 

that anti-Manchu rebellions would break out in Hunan and in the south shortly but would 
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not be anti-foreign, Governor Blake offered his support to the movement. His confidence 

in the movement was expressed at the Legislative Council meeting held on 9 July 1900. 

Upon mentioning the Peking’s unstable situation, the Governor showed his belief that the 

trouble in the north would not affect the southern provinces, where the three Viceroys had 

declared that they would preserve peace at all hazards
280

. The revolt broke out in October 

1900 in the Chinese territory bordering on British-leased Kowloon, and ended 

unsuccessfully again after two weeks.   

After a while, Sun established Tung-meng hui (Revolutionary Alliance) in 1905, 

whose main objective was to overthrow the Manchu dynasty. It was backed up by his 

Japanese friends and overseas Chinese, especially those who were in Japan. Tung-meng 

hui attempted several revolts at Canton and the Sino-Vietnamese border before the Chinese 

Revolution in 1911. Although these attempts did not hit Hong Kong directly, some of the 

key members were in Hong Kong directing the movement and the fight took place just 

next to the colony. Hong Kong also functioned as a major recruiting and training-ground 

for the revolutionaries as well as a financial support centre and a safe haven for them to 

retreat to after unsuccessful armed uprisings
281

.  

The outbreak of the Great War in 1914, though the main stage was in Europe far 

from Hong Kong, did impact Hong Kong as a part of the British Empire. Hong Kong 

experienced some tension in August that year, with the news of a conflict in the West. 

Several proclamations, which would affect people’s daily life, were issued one after 

another. Proclamations issued on 3 August 1914 stated the possibility of the Royal Naval 

Reserve being called into actual service
282

. It was also announced on the same day that the 

transmission of telegrams and radio-telegrams to and from or in transit through the United 

Kingdom and to and from or in transit through all British Possessions and all British 
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Protectorates was suspended
283

. Public telegrams and radio-telegrams were allowed, 

provided that they were written in plain language and in English or French, and on the 

understanding that they were accepted at the sender’s risk and subject to censorship by the 

British authorities.  

Also under the proclamation, vessels leaving Hong Kong were required to report 

to the Harbour Master and then get a certificate from the Chief Examining Officer, and any 

vessel failing to do so was liable to be fired on
284

. Once the notice was issued proclaiming 

that the war had broken out between Britain and Germany on 5 August 1914, the Hong 

Kong Volunteer Corps was also called up for actual military service
285

. Hong Kong 

inhabitants were informed that the colony would be guarded by the navy from an attack by 

the enemy and assured that the existing strength of the defences and garrison of the fortress 

would make unlikely a raid by predatory cruisers
286

. Yet, the residents could not feel at 

ease with the territory under a state of war. On the following day, 6 August, it was 

announced that members of the Volunteer Reserve were to be enrolled as members of the 

Volunteer Force
287

.   

Hong Kong’s main contribution in this war was as a support to Britain, both in 

personnel and finance. This is evidenced by the fact that a considerable number of patriotic 

expatriates volunteered for military service
288

. Furthermore, Hong Kong paid, in addition 

to the normal military contribution, a further ten million Hong Kong dollars, which 

included two million dollars raised from a special charge on rates paid by property owners, 

most of whom were Chinese
289

.  

Meanwhile, the Trading with the Enemy Ordinance was passed by the Legislative 
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Council on 6 October 1914. This banned trade with German and Austria-Hungary and 

those who continued to trade with the enemy were ‘liable upon summary conviction to 

imprisonment for any term not exceeding twelve months and to a fine not exceeding five 

thousand dollars, or upon conviction on indictment to imprisonment for any term not 

exceeding seven years and to a fine not exceeding five thousand dollars’
290

. When the Bill 

was discussed at the Legislative Council, however, there was very strong opposition to it 

from some members. It was recorded that unofficial members of the Council were against 

the Bill because they were not given enough time to read the Bill before discussion
291

. 

Governor May explained, in order to persuade the members, that the Bill was not an 

ordinary one and it was not an ordinary occasion, adding that the Bill was in line with the 

policy approved in detail by the British government. The object of the Bill was ‘to provide 

for the prevention and punishment of the offence of trading with enemy’, aiming to 

‘prevent money or the equivalent of money reaching enemy territory so as to assist the 

enemy during the war’
292

. While the unofficial members understood the importance of it, 

they were unwilling to pass the Bill without thorough consideration or without consulting 

the business community of the colony as it would have a serious effect on the trading 

business. One unofficial member represented the Chamber of Commerce and some others 

the local business community. For them, trading for Hong Kong was the most essential part 

of the local economy and it would be undesirable to stop transactions with those countries 

even in war. This illustrates that the unofficial members who represented the local 

community, as most local people would, prioritized economic profit before politics. 

Nonetheless, in spite of the opposition put forward, the Bill was finally passed. 

In fact, the economy of Hong Kong itself did not suffer much from the war. It 

actually grew during the war period partly because of expansion in business and other 
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economic activities among the local Chinese. However, this did not necessarily mean that 

the local people in general benefited from the economic growth. Severe inflation due to the 

shortages caused by wartime disruptions and the rapid increase in population was pressing 

on their daily lives, and the fall in living standards of the local Chinese, especially the 

working class, created social tension. Most of the local people at that time felt anxious 

about their future. Insecurity caused by the instability is thus considered to have become a 

significant element of the Hong Kong mentality.  

 Nevertheless, thanks to some technological advances such as electricity, the 

development of transportation and so forth, the living standard of the local Chinese 

gradually improved after the Great War. Then, however, the War of Resistance came. The 

war against the Japanese started in China in 1937 with the Battle of Lugou Bridge (the 

Marco Polo Bridge Incident), which later had a great impact on Hong Kong. The 

population of Hong Kong was estimated to have increased by over 500,000 in 1938 alone, 

most of which came from refugees fleeing from the war
293

. The problems of sanitation and 

public health as well as the question of how to provide food and the barest shelter for such 

an influx became a serious concern. It was reported that the unskilled labouring classes 

were still found densely packed in tenement houses deficient in light and air
294

, and this 

pushed up the cost of living as a general increase in rent occurred. Prices in general rose 

drastically to a peak after the outbreak of Sino-Japanese hostilities in July 1937, at levels 

between 20 and 70 per cent above the corresponding figures of the previous year
295

. 

In addition to these unstable living conditions, as the defence of Hong Kong was 

poorly prepared and organized partly owing to the needs of Britain’s own defence against 

Germany, even with the introduction of conscription of the local Chinese into the Hong 

Kong Volunteer Defence Corps and the Hong Kong Naval Defence Force, there existed a 
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threat to people in Hong Kong. The fear of Hong Kong society was getting serious as the 

Japanese proceeded to southern China. The Hong Kong Telegraph reported on 8 August 

1939 that most scrap iron in Hong Kong had been exported to Japan for making bullets
296

. 

This describes how serious the situation surrounding Hong Kong was getting, which 

heightened people’s anxiety.  

As the war continued, the worst scenario came true. On 25 December 1941, 

known as Black Christmas, the British troops in Hong Kong put up white flags. It was 

from this day that Hong Kong was placed under Japanese rule for three years and eight 

months. People in Hong Kong were forced to live a hard life again. Innocent civilians were 

treated badly by Japanese soldiers and many Chinese shops were closed down, Hong Kong 

dollars were banned from circulation, and the exchange rate between the military note and 

the Hong Kong dollar was getting worse
297

. An American man who escaped from Hong 

Kong just before being sent to Stanley Prison later described his horrible experience in 

Hong Kong. It was reported that the Japanese had destroyed all medical supplies except 

cotton and bandages and a few disinfectants when they had taken over the hospitals
298

. 

This obviously worsened the sanitary condition in the colony. The living condition under 

the Japanese occupation was thus far from satisfactory. However, there was no other way 

for Hong Kong people but to accept the fact to survive. They were required to act flexibly 

even in worsening conditions. Not knowing when the Japanese occupation would end, the 

only thing Hong Kong people could do was to adapt themselves to the new era and hope 

for a better future. 

 When World War II ended, the British returned to Hong Kong. While Hong Kong 

people were relieved that the wartime hardships had finally came to an end, the uncertainty 

they had had about their future remained. It was expressed, at the first ordinary meeting of 
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the Legislative Council after a long interruption, that the colony had not yet recovered 

from its wartime damage. An unofficial member, Lo Man-Kam, made an address to the 

Governor: 

 

Much has been done towards the rehabilitation of the Colony. But, Sir, 

Hongkong is still licking its wounds. The hostilities and the occupation will 

leave many permanent scars in the shape of injuries, mental as well as 

physical, and it must take time to repair all the material damage and ravages 

of the past four years. 

Moreover, it is a truism that the problems of peace are no less difficult than 

those of war. And the Colony is faced with many of its own problems of 

peace – social, political and economic
299

. 

 

The colony was physically unable to resume its economic activities at full capacity. The 

airport at Kai Tak was heavily damaged and the immediate construction of an airfield was 

demanded. It was expected, at the time the meetings of Legislative Council were held, that 

it would cost three to four million pounds and take thirty months for such a construction
300

. 

At a more general level, reconstructing demolished properties was urgently required. 

However, the colonial administration was reluctant to spend much money on it. It was 

made clear that the colonial government had neither the staff nor the resources to undertake 

the reconstruction of all demolished property
301

. Although they were only ready to consider 

an application by any owner of demolished property to reconstruct on his behalf and 

charge him with the cost, they were prepared in select instances to lease and repair or to 

resume for a public purpose. This attitude was apparently due to the financial difficulties of 
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the colonial government itself. However, people in Hong Kong, losing their trust in the 

colonial administration, had to live with little hope. As was mentioned earlier, the Chinese 

people in Hong Kong were not given any privilege unless they were British-educated or 

rich, successful businessmen. During this economically unhealthy period, people’s desire 

to pursue financial goals became stronger in order to survive. 

Their distrust in the colonial government was rooted not only in the financial 

weakness but also in the defensive weakness. The myth of the invincibility of the British 

Empire had been completely destroyed by Japan’s successful invasion
302

, which made 

people’s feeling of distrust and insecurity stronger. During the Japanese occupation, the 

population of Hong Kong was intentionally reduced by the Japanese in order to tackle the 

devastating economic situation. Many, who did not have residence or employment, were 

forced to leave the territory, making the population at the time of the Japanese surrender 

around 600,000 from over 1.5 million at the beginning of the occupation
303

. Those who 

stayed during the three years and eight months had to adapt themselves again in a new 

environment with uncertainty. Thus, post-war Hong Kong began uneasily.  

The local Chinese nonetheless had a positive attitude towards the new beginning. 

They voiced their desire for better and fairer treatment. It was expressed, for example, that 

the local Chinese should be given a real chance to fill some of the important administrative 

positions, more budget should be allocated to education, especially to primary vernacular 

education for the Chinese community, and so on
304

. They did not expect something similar 

to the pre-war days from the returned colonial government. In reality, of course, they had 

to face several problems, such as a shortage of rice and fuel, the high cost of living and so 

forth, worsened by the flood of returnees from China numbering 100,000 every month 
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since the war ended
305

. This dense population soon became an even more a serious issue 

when the Communists took control of China in 1949. Refugees from the mainland rushed 

into Hong Kong during this period too. The influx was so immense that a population 

census originally planned for late 1948 was postponed to 1950 and then cancelled. The 

estimated population of the colony was 2,015,300 in 1951, over three times more of that in 

1945
306

. 

It was during this chaotic era, then, that the making of new Hong Kong began. 

With these refugees, business expertise and the manufacturing skills and equipment were 

brought to the colony, which would contribute to the later development of Hong Kong. 

With a large group of wealthy people, businessmen and industrialists from Shanghai and 

other areas, large amounts of capital were also brought into the colony. It was estimated 

that as much as US$50 million of Chinese wealth had taken refuge in Hong Kong and 228 

Shanghai businesses or industrial concerns had shifted their registration to Hong Kong
307

. 

Thus, a significant role in Hong Kong’s industrialization during the 1950s and 1960s was 

played by enterprises which moved into the colony from the mainland. 

People’s feeling of insecurity, however, was not completely alleviated. During this 

industrialization period, they had to work in unsatisfactory working conditions. This can be 

evidenced by, for example, a report of Assistant Labour Officer from Britain on her visit to 

Hong Kong in 1956. It reveals that the workers in the factories she visited were prepared to 

work unlimited hours even to achieve bare subsistence earnings because the alternative 

was unemployment
308

. The workers had no choice but to accept any condition. Very harsh 

working conditions included about five public holidays a year, no sick leave with pay, very 

rare annual leave, no pay on maternity leave, and so on
309

. For them, asking for higher 
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wages, or shorter hours on the same wages meant to risk their being replaced by other 

workers. Hong Kong people, through experiencing several big changes, realized the 

importance of taking a flexible attitude towards any situation so that they could face 

difficulties. It was due to this flexibility that some people gained a better treatment under 

the Japanese occupation because they were able to shift their attitude to being more 

pro-Japanese. They did not see any point under such a situation to take the risk of showing 

negativity or resistance. 

 Hong Kong’s economic take-off began in the early 1970s by making full use of 

market deregulation and vigorously pushing ahead with its policy of economic 

diversification
310

. With the economic growth in this period, the government started to take 

a more positive and proactive approach to social policies. This included a public assistance 

scheme for the poor, free compulsory primary education, and expansion of public 

expenditure in housing, health services, higher education and the civil service
311

. The 

standard of living of Hong Kong people improved with these measures. 

However, while people’s lives continued to improve in the 1980s, there was 

another uncertainty emerging. The lease of the New Territories was going to expire in 1997 

and people’s concerns on this issue were expressed everywhere. For example, a newspaper 

report published before the Sino-British negotiations began talked about the uncertainty 

that existed in the business community of the colony. A survey was conducted among local 

companies and it was reported that almost a half of the responding companies would 

consider to freezing expansion of their Hong Kong business until its long-term status had 

been decided, while a quarter would also consider diverting investment out of the 

colony
312

.  

Then the Sino-British negotiations started in 1982. The negotiations in the end 
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took shape as the Sino-British Joint Declaration in 1984, which agreed on transferring the 

sovereignty over the whole of Hong Kong from Britain to China on 1 July 1997. The 

decision did not simply bring uncertainty to Hong Kong society, but had a great impact on 

the economy. One instance was the decision of Jardine Matheson, one of Hong Kong’s 

oldest and biggest companies, to move to Bermuda because of uncertainty over the future 

of Hong Kong
313

. Although the company chairman clearly said that they did not intend to 

withdraw from Hong Kong or reduce their effort to expand their business in Hong Kong 

and China, the announcement of Hong Kong’s leading company stunned the local financial 

market
314

. This illustrates how sensitive people were over the issue of Hong Kong’s future.  

When the Declaration came into effect in 1985 and the transition period officially 

began, uncertainty and fear became even stronger. Their main concerns were whether 

Hong Kong people’s freedom, way of life and standard of living would be preserved, and 

whether the Chinese would really refrain from interfering in the territory’s domestic 

activities
315

. In addition, as the future of Hong Kong had been decided without the local 

people’s direct input, much frustration was generated
316

. These concerns stemmed from the 

distrust of the Chinese government, which had worsened after the Tiananmen Square 

Massacre in June 1989
317

. While there was some optimism on the future of Hong Kong on 

the grounds that China’s vital economic self-interest was at stake and therefore China 

would not unduly interfere in Hong Kong, more and more pessimistic views were 

expressed
318

. 

Some took action before reunification. A large proportion of the educated 

population considered the option of emigration, and many actually left Hong Kong
319

. 
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Those who could not afford to emigrate remained in the region with a heightened feeling of 

uncertainty and insecurity. Although the Sino-British Joint Declaration guaranteed Hong 

Kong’s autonomy and capitalism for fifty years, it did not promise a democracy. For 

instance, some political reforms towards more democratic nature were proposed during the 

transition period, but China was strongly against their implementation
320

. Such indirect 

threat from China worsened the situation. As was mentioned above, many people migrated 

to other places like Canada, U.S.A., or Australia. The number of emigrants was steady at 

about 20,000 yearly in the early 1980s, but drastically increased from 1987, when it was 

about 30,000, then only in three years it reached 60,000 in 1990, which was over 1 per cent 

of the total population. These moves were large enough to affect Hong Kong’s population 

growth rate. As Table 8 shows, a decrease in growth rate was observed from 1982, the year 

the Sino-British negotiation started. A relatively small growth of less than 1 per cent 

continued until 1992, the cause of which was considered to be the large number of 

emigrants during the period
321

.  

 

 

Year 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 

Growth rate 2.7% 2.4% 1.6% 1.5% 1.0% 1.1% 1.3% 

1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 

1.0% 0.8% 1.0% 0.3% 0.8% 0.8% 1.7% 2.3% 

Table 3.1: Population growth rate compared with the previous year (Data from Hong Kong Monthly Digest of Statistics, 

February 2002) 

 

Although the number of emigrants started to decrease from 1995, the unusual sudden 

increase of people leaving Hong Kong tells how worried people were and desperate about 

Hong Kong’s future. Moreover, as a large number of these emigrants were highly educated 

and highly skilled, in the Hong Kong society emerged another concern that the loss of 
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skilled manpower would lead to a decline in productivity and the demise of Hong Kong as 

an industrial and financial centre
322

.  

 On 1 July 1997, the sovereignty of Hong Kong was finally handed over to China. 

It was the fourth time Hong Kong had had a different master in about 150 years: from 

China to Britain, then Japan, Britain again, and lastly back to China. During these one and 

a half centuries Hong Kong had transformed from a tiny fishing island to a world-class 

financial metropolis. Prior to the reunification with China, Hong Kong people had already 

faced and tackled a number of difficulties. In the post-reunification period, even though the 

worst scenario people had imagined had been avoided, there have still been issues that 

create uncertainty in people’s minds, such as the Asian financial crisis in 1997, the 

outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in 2003, or the global financial 

crisis in 2008. Statistics clearly indicates the impact of these issues on people’s lives. 

 
Figure 3.1: Annual growth rate of Hong Kong’s GDP and private consumption expenditure in the past 20 years. (Data from 

Census and Statistics Department) 

 

For example, the yearly growth rate of Gross Domestic Product, which had been on the 

rise for decades, showed a negative figure for the first time in 1998, then 2001-2003 and 

2009 overlapping with the aforementioned critical times. The same tendency was observed 
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in the private consumption expenditure, which accurately reflected people’s attitude in 

daily life (Figure 3.1).  

Among the issues of concern, the Article 23 of the Basic Law of Hong Kong 

especially drew public attention. The article states that ‘the Hong Kong Special 

Administrative Region shall enact laws on its own to prohibit any act of treason, secession, 

subversion against the Central People’s Government, or theft of state secrets, to prohibit 

foreign political organizations or bodies from conducting political activities in the Region, 

and to prohibit political organizations or bodies of the Region from establishing ties with 

foreign political organizations or bodies’
323

. When the Hong Kong government led by 

Tung Chee-hwa announced that the provision would be implemented with a National 

Security Bill and duly presented it to the Legislative Council in February 2003 for passage, 

grave concerns, especially about the freedom of speech, were raised
324

. A joint series of 

mass demonstrations involving more than half a million people took place in July 2003. 

The media emphasized the insecure feeling of Hong Kong people.  

 

‘Contrasting with a bright blue sky, everywhere from Central to North Point 

people were wearing black – the traditional colour of mourning – to express 

their feelings about the impending enactment of national security legislation 

critics say will lead to a lessening of people’s rights and freedoms
325

.’ 

‘... the announcement of draconian amendments to Article 23 of the Hong 

Kong Basic Law has brought out hundreds of thousands of demonstrators, 

who – probably rightly – perceive a real threat to Hong Kong’s freedom and 

autonomy
326

.’ 
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These demonstrations were a clear indication of people’s anxiety and concerns about Hong 

Kong’s future and had a great impact on local politics. They finally resulted in the 

government’s decision to withdraw the National Security Bill.  

 Behind the people’s sensitive reaction was Hong Kong’s status as a Special 

Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of China. China’s sovereignty over Hong 

Kong is based on the ‘one country, two systems’ policy and the Basic Law of Hong Kong 

ensures that Hong Kong enjoys a high degree of autonomy
327

. It is therefore easily 

imagined how anxious people were for fear of losing the freedom. 

The attitude of Hong Kong people when they face such difficulties has gradually 

become different from the colonial era under the British rule. Unlike the early 1990s, for 

example, emigration has not been a popular choice since the handover. The number of 

emigrants from Hong Kong that once reached 60,000 decreased to about 13,000 in 1999, 

and has been steady at more or less 10,000 yearly since then
328

. This might be an indication 

that more and more Hong Kong people identify themselves with the territory, compared 

with the time when a majority of residents were China-born refugees as previously 

described. At the same time, as life in Hong Kong after the handover turned out to be more 

stable than had been anticipated, people did not feel it necessary to leave Hong Kong. 

 How people in Hong Kong faced the SARS epidemic in 2003 was also the 

evidence of the threefold Hong Kong mentality. It started from an unknown fear reporting 

the mysterious death of a Hong Kong man. A brief news report about the man’s death was 

one of the earliest before the whole city was overwhelmed with the nightmare of the 

disease.  

 

A Hong Kong man had died in hospital from a mystery illness soon after 
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returning to the territory from the mainland, a report said yesterday. The man 

died on Tuesday, 11 days after he was taken to hospital, local radio 

reported
329

. 

 

Within only a week from this, 50 staff at Prince of Wales Hospital were diagnosed with 

atypical pneumonia
330

. The situation became more and more serious day by day. Without 

knowing the cause of the disease, people had to wear a facemask everywhere, travellers 

with flu-like symptoms were not allowed to check-in at the airport, and all schools were 

closed to prevent the spread of the disease. There was even a rumour that the disease was a 

bio-terror attack
331

. In such an uncertain and fearful state, the economy of Hong Kong was 

affected. It was reported, for example, that some airline companies reduced the services to 

Hong Kong as the number of passengers fell, and that occupancy rates of the leading hotels 

plunged
332

. 

 Despite this circumstance, however, the flexible Hong Kong people made a 

business opportunity from it.  

 

Outside the emergency unit at the Prince of Wales Hospital, a salesman 

handed out fliers promoting his company’s air purifiers. Atypical 

pneumonia – Hong Kong, Guangzhou and Vietnam already plagued. Use 

Bionaire air-purifiers to lower the risk of infection, the Chinese-language flier 

read. Special offers as low as $441, effective until 28
th

 of April – but date may 

be extended as long as the flu attack continues. Sam Au, 50, said he had 

distributed 300 fliers in three hours
333

. 
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Hotels also started special promotions for Hong Kong residents in order to cover 

up the huge loss caused by a sudden decrease of visitors from overseas. The movement 

was later expanded as a community-wide campaign, ‘We Love HK’, initiated by the 

Tourism Coalition of Hong Kong, made up of the Board of Airline Representatives, 

Federation of Hong Kong Hotel Owners, the Hotels Association, and the Travel Industry 

Council. Shoppers who spent 1,000 dollars at a local tour company, hotel, restaurant or 

retail outlet during the campaign period could purchase an air ticket at a discounted rate of 

about 1,000 dollars
334

. Although these efforts were obviously a means of boosting up the 

Hong Kong economy, without mental flexibility, they would not have been done in such a 

manner during the epidemic of the terrifying disease. 

 The issue of people’s identity was mentioned in the previous chapter, particularly 

in relation to the influence of China upon Hong Kong people’s identity. One’s identity, 

however, does not necessarily remain the same over the years. It could change if, for 

example, his/her society’s status changes
335

. In the case of Hong Kong, it is natural to 

imagine that there has been a change in people’s identity especially since to the 

reunification with China. It is considered that the change in their identity is closely linked 

with their mentality. 

 There is no doubt that the cultural identity of Hong Kong people is rooted in 

China since over 90 per cent of the Hong Kong residents are ethnic Chinese. As was 

previously mentioned, a large majority of Hong Kong people are immigrants from China. 

While many fled the political disorder in China, many also held a deep sense of kinship 

with their fellow Chinese on the mainland
336

. Nonetheless, from the late 1970s onward, 

many Hong Kong people began psychologically to distance themselves from the mainland 
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Chinese as Hong Kong people developed a sense of superiority over the mainland Chinese 

with Hong Kong’s rapid economic growth. It is noteworthy that dual identities were 

observed there again; one that originated from different parts of China as their spiritual 

symbol, and the other that was developed locally with the British imposed rituals and 

norms, such as a sense of freedom protected by the long-established legal system, as their 

physical background.  

However, the media has been flooded with icons and images of China, mixing and 

blending with existing Hong Kong icons since the early 1990s
337

. This was done as an 

attempt to accustom the residents of Hong Kong to living under a totally new political 

system. A report on six sets of surveys conducted in 1996-2006 reveals how Hong Kong 

people were feeling about prominent icons of cultural and national identity in China and 

Hong Kong, including the Great Wall of China, the People’s Liberation Army, Public 

Security (police), the National Flag, the National Anthem and the Emblem of the Hong 

Kong Special Administrative Region
338

. It was pointed out that Hong Kong people had 

persistently showed, throughout the ten years of pre- and post-reunification, high respect 

and affection for the Great Wall of China as the most illustrative cultural and historical 

icon
339

. This suggests that most Hong Kong people strongly identify themselves with the 

cultural and historical aspects of their Chinese heritage.  

On the other hand, military icons such as the People’s Liberation Army and Public 

Security in China were the icons about which Hong Kong people felt most uncomfortable 

about in the 1996 survey, but turned out to be more positive about in the 2006 survey. The 

feeling of unease towards the PLA dropped from 30.3 per cent in 1996 to 7.5 per cent in 

2006, while the feeling of pride went up from 10 to 28.8 per cent respectively
340

. Similarly, 

national icons such as the national flag, the national anthem or the Great Hall of the People 
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in Beijing showed a positive move especially between 2002 and 2006 although the 

majority of respondents were still reluctant to have pride or affection towards these icons
341

. 

A similar tendency was observed towards the local icons such as the Hong Kong SAR 

emblem or the night view of Victoria Harbour. A strong emotional attachment to local 

cultural icons was found while a weaker political identification was revealed. The latter 

must be related to the historical background since local people have not been deeply 

involved in politics. 

The results of these surveys indicate that Hong Kong people possess mixed 

feelings towards the cultural, military, and national icons of China. On the one hand, they 

see a positive emotional attachment to cultural and historical symbols. On the other hand, 

they feel reluctant to accept political and military symbols of the nation. The results also 

imply that the cultural identity of Hong Kong people is shifting towards one more 

positively associated with China after the reunification. That Hong Kong people have taken 

more pride in and show more affection for the cultural symbols in China, together with the 

fact that they also see high value in the local cultural symbols, suggests that they have dual 

cultural identities. This transition towards a more Chinese associated dual identity 

corresponds to the change in social identification of people that was mentioned above.  

Just before the twenty first century dawned, the Asian financial crisis hit Hong 

Kong. Hong Kong was also facing a situation where the Hong Kong administration was 

required to deal with economic globalization. Nevertheless, the Hong Kong government’s 

approach basically remained unchanged with little progress in social policy development
342

. 

Having experienced economic success in the past, the government of Hong Kong was 

convinced that the policy of low tax rates and low public expenditure constituted an 

important aspect of the business-friendly environment and should be maintained
343

. An 
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expansion of social programmes would lead to higher tax rates and higher public 

expenditure. Hong Kong did not go for that direction since social provision is secondary to 

economic development under the free market doctrine. However, the free market ideology 

and the strategic decision to develop a knowledge-based economy in fact widened the gaps 

between the rich and the poor. 

From the perspective of the economic development of Hong Kong too, 

pragmatism is closely related to the Hong Kong mentality. With the Hong Kong 

government’s positive non-interventionism as the background, Hong Kong people have 

developed the mindset of self-reliance due to limitations in the social policy. They had to 

be practical in order to make a living as social welfare was insufficient. For example, in 

Hong Kong there was no mandatory system to protect people financially after their 

retirement. It was only in 1995 when the Mandatory Provident Fund (MPF) Schemes 

Ordinance was enacted, and it took another 5 years until the MPF Scheme was formally 

implemented as a retirement protection. Before the Scheme’s implementation, people had 

to rely on their savings after retirement as there was no financial assistance from the Hong 

Kong government. It was therefore important for them to pursue financial stability for their 

post-retirement life. Hong Kong’s free market policy and low tax rates have cultivated a 

society in which people’s diligence and perseverance are rewarded. People’s pragmatic 

attitude was thus formed. It is therefore natural for them to place higher priority on 

economic value than anything else. 

Hence, Hong Kong has had an environment where people’s pragmatism is 

cultivated. First of all, traditionally, the colonial government did not offer sufficient social 

programmes to support local people’s lives in return for taking a stance of non interference 

in economic activities of the private sectors, and for keeping low tax rates. People were 

therefore required to be self-reliant financially and, to some extent, made to be pragmatic 

as their efforts paid off under such a structure. Second, the government’s expectation of a 
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good citizen was deeply associated with his or her economic contribution. Naturally 

economic well-being was regarded as the goal of society, and more importantly of 

individuals in Hong Kong. The economic value would thus come as the first priority in 

making any decisions. 

 Thus, various factors, many of which originated from changes Hong Kong had 

experienced, can be considered to contribute to forming the Hong Kong mentality. 

Although the impact of these factors may not be as large as that of colonial factors or 

China factors, it is equally significant in analyzing the Hong Kong mentality. 
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Chapter 4 Defining the Hong Kong Mentality 

 

The previous chapters characterized the Hong Kong mentality as demonstrating 

insecurity, flexibility and pragmatism. From the perspectives of Hong Kong’s peculiar 

situation as a colony, it has been pointed out that the insecurity had existed in people’s 

mind since the early days of the colony until Hong Kong experienced a drastic change in 

the 1970s. The colonial administration, with its discriminatory nature, created the insecure 

feeling of Hong Kong people. Every rule was set by the British-based administration 

whose members were simply appointed by the British government, giving no opportunities 

for the local Chinese to elect them. A very limited number of Chinese were involved in the 

administration or judiciary, in which case they were British educated elite. The exclusion 

from local politics forced people to be pragmatic to protect themselves.  

They felt uneasy and insecure since policies were made by a government 

consisting mostly of the British expatriates who possessed little knowledge of the Chinese 

social and cultural customs. Furthermore, the local people’s voice was rarely heard as there 

were no representatives who truly understood the local people’s problems. They were in a 

disadvantageous position even in the legal system. There existed discriminatory regulations 

on the local Chinese in order to protect the interest of the British and Europeans. With this 

insecurity as a background, people had to adapt themselves to the environment since their 

alternative was to return to China, which might cause more difficulties and hardship. This 

situation made people flexible in order to survive. 

 Hong Kong was made a bilingual community under the colonial government. 

Furthermore, in a society where the Chinese account for over ninety per cent of the 

ethnicity, being educated in English was thought to be superior to attending a 

Chinese-medium school. Behind this tendency existed people’s, especially parents’, 

pragmatism. They strongly believed that the English-medium schools would guarantee 
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their children a brighter future. It originated from a particular kind of elitism that was 

cultivated during the colonial era. Education itself was not open to everybody. In such a 

circumstance, being educated in English was already a status. This preference towards the 

English-medium education is still often observed even after Hong Kong’s sovereignty was 

handed over to China. It is interesting to find that the community which consists mostly of 

the Chinese prefers to be educated in English, a language that is rarely used in their daily 

life. This not only reflects the pragmatism of people but also indicates their flexibility that 

they would take any measure in order to achieve success. 

China’s influence can never be neglected in discussion of the Hong Kong 

mentality. In relation to the local people’s identity issues, it was realized that Hong Kong 

people possess dual identities in different aspects:  as Hongkongers or as Chinese 

depending upon the situation. People tend to identify themselves as Hongkongers in the 

contexts of freedom, political cleanliness, living standard or competitiveness in the 

international market, while they are proud of being Chinese in the contexts of cultural 

heritage and national achievements like the successful manned space mission and the 

Olympic Games in Beijing. On the one hand, Hong Kong people identify themselves by 

distancing away from people on the mainland. On the other hand, they like to be regarded 

as Chinese. This flexibility is again a unique mentality generated from the insecurity that 

people have experienced. Because most Hong Kong Chinese were refugees who escaped 

hardship from mainland China, they did not hold a positive view about the living standard 

of the mainland.  

Hong Kong has seen tremendous historical changes in which insecurity and 

uncertainty grew in people’s mind since its establishment as a British colony. By living 

through various changes that were out of their control, people learned to adapt themselves 

to new environments.  They become skilful in tackling the uncertainty and insecurity 

caused by those changes. The primary background of this is the fact that the local people 
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were given very little chance to have their demands reflected in local government’s 

policies and had no choice but to accept the reality to survive under the colonial 

administration.  

The Hong Kong people’s insecure feeling cultivated through living under the 

colonial administration reached the highest level in the mid-1980s when they realized that 

Hong Kong’s return to China became inevitable. The increasing number of emigrants from 

the late 1980s to the mid-1990s was clear evidence of such insecure feeling. The flexibility 

of their mentality is also demonstrated by their attitude to leave their hometown relatively 

easily just for the purpose of finding a better, or at least more secure, life somewhere out of 

the territory. It is also an evidence of the flexibility of Hong Kong people that many of the 

emigrants who had left Hong Kong returned to the territory after they realized that their 

new life in the new place did not provide them with better opportunities than in Hong 

Kong. For example, the 2001 Census revealed that about 86,000 residents out of the total 

population of 6.4 million were returnees from overseas
344

. Many of them were educated, 

middle-class managers and skilled professionals who had once worried that Beijing might 

renege on its promise to maintain Hong Kong’s freedoms and capitalism for 50 years after 

1997. After emigrating to Australia, Canada or the United States, they faced hardships, 

such as language barriers, cultural difference and the challenge of building a new life from 

scratch, which made them decide to return
345

. In most cases, however, they returned only 

after securing their residency in the foreign country in order to keep the option open to 

leave Hong Kong again. 

Pragmatism was also a characteristic of the Hong Kong mentality. Since the 

establishment of Hong Kong as a British colony, its main role had been regarded as a 

British economic base in the East. The stance of the government is to take a 

non-intervention policy to encourage the local people’s engagement in economic activities. 
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The government also supported this policy with a low tax system. On the other hand, the 

lack of social welfare in general made people realize the necessity of financial security for 

themselves, and forced them to prioritise the pursuit of financial gain. With these factors 

combined, people came to see things from a pragmatic viewpoint. Economic value takes 

priority when Hong Kong people make decisions.  

The Hong Kong mentality can therefore be characterised as insecure, flexible and 

pragmatic. These three characteristics, however, are interrelated and do not stand alone. 

Because people felt anxious about the insecurity in their life, they had to be flexible in 

order to adapt themselves to different situations. Because of the insecurity, people had to 

trust and rely on themselves instead of on the government.  This made them pragmatic. 

Because they were pragmatic, they needed to make flexible decisions to achieve the best 

result.   

 

 The following parts will focus on the development of Japanese studies in Hong 

Kong with reference to the influence of the Hong Kong mentality which has been defined 

and described in Part I. From the viewpoint of the demand for Japanese studies, the 

following section will be divided into three periods, namely, the Period of Low Demand 

(Part II: Chapters 5 and 6), the Period of Growth of Demand (Part III: Chapters 7 and 8) 

and the Period of Expansion of Demand (Part IV: Chapters 9 and 10).  

The Period of Low Demand will investigate the situation from the establishment 

of the colony until 1960. It will be revealed that there was no prominent demand for 

Japanese studies during this period. Chapter 5 will describe what kind of demand appeared 

in colonial Hong Kong. Particular attention will be drawn to the Japanese studies under the 

Japanese occupation as the first and only large-scale Japanese education in Hong Kong 

during the Period of Low Demand. It will then be considered in Chapter 6 how Japan was 

viewed by Hong Kong people and how the Hong Kong mentality had affected the 
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perception of Japan, which consequently hindered the development of Japanese studies 

during this Period of Low Demand.   

The Period of Growth of Demand covers the period from the 1960s to 1980s, 

during which Japanese studies emerged and grew. Chapter 7 will look into the dramatic 

development in this period. A number of Japanese courses started to be offered. Further, 

the field of Japanese studies grew rapidly. Chapter 8 will analyse the background of this 

sudden growth of Japanese studies and the role played by the Hong Kong mentality in this 

respect. Changes in Hong Kong-Japan relations will also be examined.  

The Period of Expansion of Demand refers to the period since the 1990s. In this 

period, new types of demand for Japanese studies emerge. Chapter 9 discusses the 

diversification of the demand for Japanese studies and how such demand was met, with a 

special focus on recent developments in the field. This is followed by Chapter 10, which 

analyses and discusses the association between the diversifying demand and the Hong 

Kong mentality.  
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PART II: PERIOD OF LOW DEMAND 

  

 This Part first investigates the level of the demand for Japanese studies from the 

early days of Hong Kong as a British colony until the 1950s, when Hong Kong was in the 

process of recovery from damage caused by the World War II. As will be discussed in 

Chapter 5, the demand was low during this period. Nor did it arise from people’s interest in 

Japan. The situation under which the demand arose will also be analysed. 

 Chapter 6 will analyse the factors contributing to the low demand. Hong Kong 

people’s perception of Japan will be discussed in the contexts of the Hong Kong mentality. 

It will also explore Hong Kong-Japan relations during the period to see if there were any 

correlations with the low demand. 

 

Chapter 5  Demand Initiated Only by the Local Government 

 

 In the latter half of the nineteenth century since the cession of Hong Kong to 

Britain in 1843, there was no sign of emergence of Japanese studies. The major reason 

behind this was the relative weakness of the Japanese presence in Hong Kong as will be 

further described in the next chapter. It was not until the early twentieth century that some 

records of Japanese studies in the region appeared. 

 A letter sent from Consul Noma to Baron Komura in 1903 shows that, 

through the Japanese Consulate-General, the Japanese government was requested to 

recommend some Japanese language textbooks for the Hong Kong government. The 

request was made by the Education Department as there were voluntary learners of 

Japanese among the civil servants at the Hong Kong government
346

. Another request was 

made in 1904, this time from the British government, and it was for the introduction of a 
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Japanese language instructor who would serve the British China Squadron. The British 

Admiralty made arrangement for naval officers to study the Japanese language, and the 

instructor was required to be stationed partly at Wei-hai-wai and partly at Hong Kong
347

. 

The purposes for learning Japanese at that time are not clear from these documents, but 

these were the one of the earliest records to indicate the commencement of Japanese 

studies in Hong Kong. The colonial government recognized the importance of Japanese 

studies at the official level and the necessity of Japanese-speaking personnel. This is 

evidenced by the appropriation of a sum of 100 dollars in 1915 for Language Study 

Allowance (Japanese) to a Cadet P. Burn
348

 and the payment of 600 dollars in 1919 under 

the category of language bonuses to a Cadet North, who was qualified in Japanese
349

.  

 It seems that the emergence of Japanese studies at the official level as in the above 

cases was not necessarily welcome by the Japanese government. International relations 

were still unstable at the beginning of the twentieth century. It is easy for the Japanese 

authorities to cast doubt on any study of Japanese as for the purpose of espionage. For 

example, correspondence from Funatsu, the Vice-Consul for Japan in Hong Kong, to the 

Japanese Foreign Minister Hayashi in 1908 cited a newspaper report on the study of 

Japanese in the French colony of Indo-China as follows; 

 

The military authorities in Indo-China have just taken steps to encourage the 

study of the Japanese language among both officers and soldiers there. The 

anti-Japanese party in the Colony hail this measure with joy. They see 

Japanese spies and intrigues everywhere, and hope that the military linguists 

will be of service in detecting these secret agents.
350
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As this report was sent by the Vice-Consul for Japan in Hong Kong, it is likely that the 

emergence of Japanese studies at the official level in Hong Kong was viewed with caution 

in a similar manner.  

Thus in Hong Kong, while Japanese studies first emerged at the official level in 

the early twentieth century, this however likely had politically motives. Demand for 

Japanese studies did not yet appear at the local and personal level. Consequently there 

were no institutions that offered courses in Japanese studies. 

 Since Hong Kong had a unique background as a British colony, a direct 

comparison with mainland China would not be meaningful. Yet, the development of 

Japanese studies in Hong Kong was far behind the neighbouring Guangdong province. In 

1930, based on information collected through Japanese consulates, the Japanese Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs conducted a survey on the state of Japanese studies in China. It found 

that at that time several institutions including the Sun Yat-sen University, Lingnan 

University and other tertiary and secondary schools were already offering Japanese 

language courses in Guangdong
351

. The same survey also reported that people in the region 

had increasingly shown their interest in Japan, and Japanese language courses were being 

offered at three language schools, nine tertiary institutions and four secondary schools
352

. 

According to the survey report, although the level of those courses, which were all taught 

by local teachers, was still low, the students were all eager as the majority of them intended 

to study in Japan in future. Apart from these institutions, the Society of Japanese Studies 

(Nihon Kenkyuu-sha) was established with an objective to enhance people’s learning and 

understanding of Japanese culture and its affairs
353

. 

 In the following year, another report was published on the situation of Japanese 
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studies in Guangdong. This report clearly mentioned that Guangdong had long had more 

people going to Japan for study or on business purposes than any other provinces in China, 

which consequently inspired people’s interest in learning Japanese and Japanese affairs
354

. 

In short, by the early 1930s, Japanese studies had already shown such a degree of 

development in mainland China, especially in Guangdong, that did not occur in Hong 

Kong for another few decades.  

 In Hong Kong, there was only one tertiary institution at that time: the University 

of Hong Kong which was established in 1911. As compared with the situation in 

Guangdong, no Japanese courses were offered at the University of Hong Kong until 1965 

(as will be discussed below in Chapter 7). At that time, education, including university 

education, was still considered in Hong Kong as an opportunity to acquire Western 

knowledge, rather than a pursuit of personal interests. In addition, educational 

opportunities were limited to only a small group of people. Even though the Japanese 

community in Hong Kong was growing
355

 and increasingly visible in the eyes of the 

people in Hong Kong, people still did not become eager to learn about Japan or Japanese.   

 A turning point regarding the demand for Japanese studies in Hong Kong came 

when the Japanese military government occupied Hong Kong during the World War II. The 

policy of the Japanese occupational government created the demand for Japanese studies in 

a large scale for the first time. However, as will be shown in the discussions below, there 

was strong political motive behind the promotion of Japanese studies during this period by 

the Japanese authority: enhancing the construction of the Greater East Asia Sphere as 

propagandised by the Japanese government. 

In December 1941, the Japanese took over from Britain sovereignty over Hong 

Kong and established a military government. At the early stage of the occupation, however, 

there were no official remarks on the usage of Japanese in the occupied territory. Yet, it 

                                                   
354 JACAR: Ref. B05016120300 
355 Reports on the Census of the Colony for 1901, 1906 and 1911 



104 

 

was stated in a report that personnel who understood Japanese would be used as far as 

possible in the services of the military government and would be accommodated in certain 

places in the city in order to improve the over-crowded situation in camps
356

. Although this 

implies that those who could understand Japanese were treated better, it only applied to 

European and American captives of war. Regarding the Chinese who understood Japanese, 

nothing was mentioned in the report.   

Meanwhile, the policy on the use of Japanese in school education was clearly 

stated in January 1942. This was long before the reopening of local education, which had 

been suspended since the Japanese occupation. A newspaper article in January 1942 

reported as follows: 

 

The Japanese authorities have announced a fundamental principle that the 

Japanese language must be used in school education, and the Committee has 

decided upon resumption of activities along this line
357

. 

 

While the use of Japanese was not made compulsory at the administrative level, this policy 

practically intended to make the Japanese language obligatory in education. The 

qualification required for the teachers was set by the Japanese authority.  

 

All former school teachers must enter Administration classes for learning the 

Japanese language. When they have passed their examination, they will first be 

employed in the lower schools, until gradually the higher class schools are 

established
358

. 
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The policy indicates that the Japanese military administration aimed at educating Hong 

Kong’s younger generation so that they would rally local people’s cooperation for political 

matters in future. 

In view of the fact that Hong Kong was under military occupation at that time and 

that interest in Japanese studies did not quite exist before the occupation, it was highly 

likely that very few people wished to learn Japanese out of their interest. In fact, a Japanese 

newspaper The Hong Kong Nippo suggested on 20 August 1942 for establishment of free 

Japanese schools so that anyone could learn Japanese, that the interest in Japanese of local 

people be raised, that proper textbooks be made by the administration and that experienced 

teachers be recruited
359

. Judging from these suggestions, it is obvious that Japanese 

language education was not at a satisfactory level at the early stage of the Japanese 

occupation of Hong Kong.   

Nonetheless, Japanese was anticipated to be adopted as the common language for 

all people in Hong Kong. As a result, the number of Japanese learners increased. Although 

it was stated that the adoption of Japanese as the common language should go a long way 

to promoting better and fuller understanding among all classes of people, it was hoped by 

the Japanese authority that ‘in future the people would gradually adopt the use of the 

Nipponese language in filling applications and requests made to various government 

departments’, and learning Japanese was officially encouraged
360

. Under this background, 

the military administration issued the Governor’s Order No.15 titled “Regulations for 

Private Classes in the Nipponese language” in April 1942
361

. Under this Order, any person 

wishing to open a class for teaching Japanese (except classes with less than 10 students and 

no tuition fees) was obliged to obtain permission from the Office of the Governor. It is 

commented that one objective of such requirement was the acquisition of data on the 
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situation of Japanese education in the territory
362

. 

Under the Japanese occupation, Japanese studies developed rapidly in Hong Kong. 

In 1943, there were 52 Japanese language schools with nearly 7,000 learners, about 4,600 

male and 2,300 female learners, and 112 teachers
363

. These were not insignificant 

proportion of the population. At that time the Japanese military government was enforcing 

a policy to minimize the population by forcing Chinese residents to leave Hong Kong
364

. 

The population of about 1.5 million in the territory at the beginning of occupation showed 

a drastic decrease within two months
365

. It was reported that 460,000 Chinese left Hong 

Kong for their country districts in the mainland at the beginning of February 1942 and this 

caused the total population to drop to only about a million
366

. At the end of occupation in 

1945, there were only 600,000 people left
367

. In other words, there must have been a huge 

decline in the population by 1943, which was likely to be in the range between 600,000 

and one million. Therefore, Japanese education that involved 7,000 learners could be 

considered as of quite a large scale. Development of Japanese education during the 

Japanese occupation is discussed in detail below. 

A teacher training programme was the first step taken along with the 

implementation of the language policy. As early as February 1942, just two months after 

the commencement of the Japanese occupation, the military administration was ready to 

establish an institute to train Chinese elementary school teachers ‘so as to be fit for 

cultivating useful personnel required in the construction of the Greater Co-Prosperity 

Sphere in East Asia (emphasis added)’
368

. The political motive behind the programme is 

clear. The Teachers’ Training Institute formally opened on 7 February 1942 and 75 men 
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and 75 women were selected from 750 applicants to undergo a two-month course on 

elementary teaching
369

. The syllabus of the course consisted of Japanese, general 

knowledge, Japanese affairs, physical culture, and so on. It was reported that 148 of the 

teachers successfully completed the course and were given certificates
370

.  

Soon afterwards, the second course at the Teachers’ Training Institute was 

inaugurated on 17 April 1942 with 300 students selected from over 1,000 applicants
371

. 

This time two classes, which were extended to three-months long, were held; one in Hong 

Kong and the other in Kowloon. 276 successful candidates out of 300 received diplomas 

on completion of the course
372

. At the graduation ceremony, it was remarked by the Chief 

of the Education Department that the graduates would be helped by the Education 

Department and other departments of the Government Office which would assign work for 

them whenever possible
373

. As far as the number of applicants for the training course is 

concerned, the Teachers’ Training Institute made a good start. However, it is doubtful 

whether these trained teachers were really qualified as teachers of Japanese. It was reported 

that they were assessed through translating Chinese into Japanese, conversation and oral 

tests but many of them failed and needed to retake the course
374

. Nonetheless, no matter 

what qualification they possessed, it is undeniable that these teachers contributed much to 

supporting the expansion of Japanese education. Once they had completed the training 

programme, they were allocated to local private primary and secondary schools as well as 

Japanese language schools
375

. 

Some of these Japanese language schools were operated on a private basis, while 

others were managed by Japanese military units. While some private schools were 
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established before the Japanese occupation, new schools were registered along the issue of 

Regulations for Private Classes in the Nipponese Language in response to the increasing 

demand
376

. Because the Japanese learning was not made compulsory in Hong Kong under 

the occupation, Japanese language schools tried to offer attractive courses to have more 

learners. For example, the Hong Kong Tenri Japanese School set a daily two-hour course 

for two and a half yen
377

 so that people would not have the excuse that the courses were 

too expensive to attend. It is also possible that there was political motive behind this. A 

Japanese textbook compiled by this school and published in 1943 in its preface encouraged 

people to cooperate for establishing a new order in the East Asia by learning Japanese 

although it was also wished that the book would be an appropriate reference for the 

learners and teachers where it was difficult to find one
378

. This clearly showed the political 

motive behind Japanese education at that time although the content of the book itself was 

not designed for promoting the Japanese nationalism or any type of propaganda. Some of 

the military-owned schools offered free courses, sometimes even with meals
379

. From these 

examples, it is clear that there was less demand than supply even though the number of 

learners of Japanese showed a drastic increase. As a matter of fact, Japanese studies during 

this period were to some extent controlled and promoted by the military administration. 

However, the demand did not reach their expectation because the majority of local Chinese 

could not afford it and, above all, they did not have strong motivation. In addition, as 

discussed above and below in this thesis, there was political motive behind the promotion 

of Japanese studies by the military government. The demand, if any, was created under 

such circumstances. It did not emerge out of the local people’s real intention. 

Nonetheless, Japanese learning was very strongly encouraged by the military 

administration. Japanese language examinations were held on a regular basis as 
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encouragement. Two examinations were held each year. The lower level examinations (1st, 

2nd and 3rd class) were held in October while the higher level ones (4th and 5th) were held 

in May
380

.  

The Governor’s Order No.16 (issued in April 1942) also resumed local school 

education. Upon such resumption of local education, Japanese language education 

expanded. The re-opening of schools had a significant meaning for the Japanese military 

government. There clearly is a political motive behind this. This can be seen in the words 

in the war-time media, the Hong Kong News, (which as discussed below had a close 

relation with the military authority): 

 

Teachers of schools here must realise their responsibility to aid civilisation in 

the Greater East Asia Sphere (emphasis added). In the past the Hong Kong 

education system has been an obstacle to the progress of East Asia 

reconstruction. Therefore a stop should be made to this, and the future 

education programme must be shaped in accordance with the natural 

tendency of East Asian thought with the object of spreading Nipponese 

civilisation (emphasis added)
381

. 

 

In May 1942, twenty private schools were approved to reopen, followed by ten primary 

schools in August, and the total number rose to 54 by October the same year
382

. The twenty 

schools sanctioned in May included Wah Yan Middle School and Primary School, Pui 

Ching Middle School for girls, Pui Ching Primary School and St. Louis School and 

Primary School for boys. Each of them admitted 400 to 600 students. These schools were 

required to include a four-hour Japanese class per week in their curriculum, which had to 
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be taught by persons who had completed the teacher training programme discussed above. 

However, the level of the Japanese classes is doubtful because, as already pointed out 

above, many of the trainees had not performed very well in the training programme, which 

was very short. As mentioned, there was political motive behind the promotion of Japanese 

education which drove the military government to pursue its realisation. In reality, however, 

many Hong Kong children of school age did not even have the opportunity of receiving 

education at that time. It is estimated that there were about 150,000 of such children
383

. In 

great contrast, there were only 3,200 students studying at the reopened primary and 

secondary schools at the beginning of 1943
384

although the number substantially increased 

to 16,300 by the end of the year
385

. This is still only a small minority of the total population 

of children of school age.  

 A possible cause of the low rate of enrolment in these private schools was their 

tuition fee. Because only private schools were allowed to reopen under the regulation, 

education was not free. Under the Japanese occupation, most Hong Kong residents were 

experiencing financial hardship in a place where insufficient goods were supplied. To make 

the situation worse, the Hong Kong Schoolmasters’ Association, due to steep rise in prices, 

submitted a request to the Education Department in November 1943 for an increase in the 

school fee
386

. The request was granted and the increase took effect from the second term 

starting in August 1944
387

. At first glance, it seems that the school fee was not set very high 

when a comparison is made with the commodity prices at that time. After the aforesaid 

increase in August 1944, school fees were seven yen per month for Primary schools and 

ten for Middle schools
388

. At that time, chicken and pork were sold at 45.5 yen and 37.6 
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yen per catty (about 500 grams) respectively
389

, which were much more expensive than the 

school fees. However, these high prices of basic necessities already made people’s daily 

life very hard, to the extent that they had to remove their children’s education from their 

list of priorities. 

Although Japanese language education in the occupied territory was far from ideal, along 

with the language policy implemented under the occupation, the Japanese military 

administration started to expose local people to the Japanese language also through the 

media that it had a close relationship with: The Hong Kong Nippo and its English version, 

The Hong Kong News. The Hong Kong Nippo had been the only Japanese newspaper 

published in Hong Kong and was originally privately owned. After the outbreak of the 

World War II, it was sponsored by the governor-general of Taiwan
390

, which was a 

Japanese colony at that time. The newspaper therefore had a close relationship with the 

Japanese military government and was in a position to be made use of for propaganda. 

Once the Japanese occupation commenced, both The Hong Kong News and the Chinese 

version of The Hong Kong Nippo reserved some space to set up a Japanese language 

course. ‘Japanese: A Lesson a Day’ thus started on 8 February 1942 with its first lesson on 

the Japanese syllables
391

. It mainly focused on grammatical explanations of the language 

and commonly used phrases. The name was changed to ‘Nipponese: A Lesson a Day’ on 

22 April 1942 and lasted until 21 July 1942. On completion of the course, it was stated that 

arrangements were being made to publish a further course of introductory lessons, and that 

it was planned to issue a series of advanced lessons for those who had already gained some 

proficiency in the language through the course
392

. 

The actual effect of the course, however, was not satisfactory. Instead of an 

advanced level course, a revised introductory course ‘Japanese: Simplified Daily Lessons’ 
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began on 30 January 1943. On the commencement of the new series, it was admitted that 

the first series had not been an effective one.  

 

As it has been found that the series of Japanese lessons being published in the 

Hongkong News is a bit too detailed and lengthy for the average reader, it has 

been decided to adopt a new and simplified system by which the student will first 

build up a vocabulary by learning a few frequently-used words every day with a 

note or two on the grammar
393

. 

 

Readers were assured that they would acquire quite a useful vocabulary in a few weeks and 

the ability to converse in Japanese in a comparatively short time through the course. It is 

true that the course was much simplified compared to the previous series, but not much 

improvement was observed in terms of effectiveness. For example, Lesson 31 introduced 3 

Japanese sentences with their pronunciation in Roman alphabet, supplemented with 

English and Chinese translation. The sentences were ‘That is a mountain’, ‘It is a high 

mountain’ and ‘There is a tower on the mountain’
394

, which would be of dubious use for 

daily life in Hong Kong. The second series finished before April that year.  

 The third series started on 11 July 1943 under the title ‘Japanese Lessons’ and was 

published four times a week. This time, the lessons were extracted from the Complete 

Course of Japanese Conversation-Grammar compiled by Oreste Vaccari and his Japanese 

wife Enko Elisa Vaccari, who had been devoting themselves to a life-long study of 

methods of fostering the teaching of Japanese among foreigners
395

. The choice of book 

written by Italians was due to the political background of that time, but in fact the content 

was similar to the previous two series. There was a remark on the demand for the Japanese 
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lessons in the first issue of the course: 

 

In response to the numerous requests which have been received in this office 

from readers, the Hong Kong News starts from today the publication of a new 

series of Japanese Lessons
396

. 

 

Yet, as The Hong Kong News was under strong influence from the Japanese authority and 

was used to spread Japanese ideology, it is doubtful how much demand was actually 

arising at that time. This third series was published irregularly by a later stage and finished 

on 7 June 1944 without notice
397

. 

Although the outcome of these Japanese lessons in the newspaper was 

considerably limited in terms of the actual language skills, the lessons had a certain effect 

as daily exposure to the language for local people. One of the characteristics of Japanese 

studies during this period is thus defined that it was led by the Japanese authority aiming at 

the construction of the Greater East Asia Sphere.  

Another resource to diffuse Japanese learning to Hong Kong residents was a radio 

programme. The Japanese military government took possession of the radio station upon 

the beginning of the occupation in order to control information. The resumption of regular 

broadcasting was announced in early January 1942 and programmes of varied interest were 

provided from 6 p.m. to 10 p.m. daily
398

. Apart from music and news programmes of 15 to 

30 minutes, a 1-hour Japanese programme was scheduled between 7:30 and 8:30 every day. 

Taking advantage of it, an occasional 20-minute programme on Japanese learning was 

broadcast during the occupation
399

. As opposed to the Japanese lessons in The Hong Kong 

News that mainly dealt with the grammatical knowledge of Japanese, the radio programme 
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was focused on communicative competence in the language. Whatever differences between 

the two types of Japanese educational means might be, they contributed to the emergence 

of the first large scale Japanese studies in Hong Kong. 

In addition to promoting Japanese language education, the military authority also 

made other attempts to educate Hong Kong’s youth to lead them to become pro-Japanese. 

For example, the East Asia School (Toa Gakuin) was established in April 1943 pursuant to 

the regulation for the East Asia School which was issued in March 1943
400

. The school’s 

objective was set as providing teacher training and practical training based on Japanese 

morals to nurture skilled teachers and administrative officers who could respond to new 

demands. The courses were divided into two classes – higher and ordinary. Languages, 

principles of public citizenship and public morale, physical training and music were taught 

in the higher class. It also included lessons on Japanese-Chinese translation, the teaching of 

the true Oriental spirit and Japanese morality customs and social habits
401

. As it was one of 

very few educational institutions for the youth, over 100 local Chinese enrolled in these 

training courses
402

.  

As indicated by the subjects taught, the East Asia School, unlike the teacher 

training centre set up at the early period of occupation, focused not on the Japanese 

language but on practical skills and knowledge with Japanese morals. The political motive 

behind the establishment of the School is clear. From the perspective of the military 

administration, this was easier, quicker and more effective to diffuse Japanese ideology 

through moral education than training teachers of Japanese. At the first graduation 

ceremony held on 20 March 1944, it was mentioned that over 80 out of 100 some 

graduates were assigned jobs in various government departments and other 
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organizations
403

. The aim of the School was even declared more explicitly at the second 

commencement ceremony on 1 April 1944, when the Principal declared that the School 

was not an institution merely for the purpose of imparting knowledge of Japanese to the 

students or of training students to think or act as Japanese subjects, rather its objective was 

to train students to become worthy citizens and worthy subjects
404

. He also mentioned that 

a large number of Chinese failed to realize the importance of Japan in East Asia, which Sun 

Yat-sen had once pointed out. However, the School in its second year could not enrol as 

many students as before. Only 10 students passed the entrance examinations for the 

Advanced Course and 32 for the Ordinary Course
405

. It was intended to enrol 180 students: 

120 for the Ordinary Course and 60 for the Advanced Course, for the second term
406

. This 

may be due to the reason that the residents of Hong Kong refused to accept the school 

policy in which Japan’s significant role in East Asia would be emphasized. Many local 

Chinese might have such feelings because their living standard increasingly worsened. 

The situation further deteriorated in the following year despite attractive 

announcement inviting applications for the third term. It was specifically mentioned that 

free tuition, board and lodging were to be provided for the students. However, despite this 

attractive offer, it was reported that only 21 students had passed the entrance examination 

for the Advanced and Ordinary Courses to start the third term on 20 April 1945
407

 

although forty seats were made available for the Ordinary Course and no specific number 

was set for the Advanced Course
408

. It was stated that the 21 students were selected from a 

large number of candidates who sat for the examination. However, this is likely an 

exaggeration. It is unrealistic to assume that there was much demand for these courses at a 

time when Hong Kong residents’ daily lives had been devastated with the prolongation of 
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the War. In addition, as discussed above, the demand for Japanese education was created 

by the Japanese authority out of political motives. It did not emerge out of the local 

people’s real intention and interest. 

It is not known who the main group of the learners were during this first wave of 

Japanese studies in Hong Kong. Those who attended the Teachers’ Training Institute were 

mostly teachers, but they were in fact obliged to take the course in order to resume 

working as teachers. It is therefore unlikely that they really demanded the opportunity of 

learning Japanese. The situation was rather that they had no other alternatives. In addition, 

the courses only ran for two or three months. Therefore, it is unlikely that the teachers had 

been sufficiently trained to be truly qualified Japanese-teaching personnel. Similarly the 

local schools had no alternative but to include Japanese language classes in their 

curriculum to meet the criteria set by the Japanese military administration for their 

re-opening. For those who chose to study Japanese, it was highly likely for practical 

reasons. Judging from the fact that there were twice as many male learners as female 

learners at Japanese language schools, it can be imagined that many of them associated the 

learning of Japanese with a better life in future. They might feel a need or an advantage in 

such study. This is especially the case when they could not foresee how their future life 

would be. As education was still male-dominated and considered to be a ticket to higher 

social status at that time, learning Japanese gave people a similar impression. 

On the other hand, as was evident from the decreasing number of applications for 

the East Asia School, Hong Kong was experiencing a hard time as the War was prolonged. 

There was no room for local people to be motivated to study under that situation. Since the 

East Asia School placed its focus on enhancing students’ understanding in the Japanese 

customs and ideology and Japan’s role in the Greater East Asia Sphere, it did not meet the 

demand of people who needed practical skills in order to make a living.  

The first wave of large scale of Japanese studies in Hong Kong did not last for 
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long. On 15 August 1945, the Japanese government accepted the terms of the Potsdam 

Declaration issued by the United States, Great Britain, Soviet Union and China. World War 

II had finally come to an end. The Japanese occupation of Hong Kong for three years and 

eight months similarly came to an end.  

As seen in the discussions above, Japanese studies during the Japanese occupation 

were initiated and controlled by the military administration. The demand, if any, existed 

just because local people had no choice but to accept and follow the language policy 

implemented by the military government in the territory. Under such a policy, schooling at 

private primary and secondary schools required the inclusion of some Japanese classes. 

Teachers were obliged to enrol in a teacher training course and learn the Japanese language, 

customs and ideology before resuming their teaching jobs. The military administration also 

made use of newspapers and radio programmes to promote Japanese studies to the general 

public in the process of constructing the Greater East Asia Sphere. The demand for 

Japanese studies was thus, in one sense, created by the Japanese military administration. 

Naturally, the ending of the War also brought an end to those schools and courses 

that provided Japanese studies during the Japanese occupation. Because the “demand” 

during the Japanese occupation was as aforesaid created and not genuine, such demand 

could not sustain after Britain’s resumption of sovereignty over Hong Kong from Japan. 

Even though not many people were satisfied by the return of the British, their life under the 

Japanese military administration, especially in the latter half, was miserable. They did not 

have any interest in learning about Japan, which would bring back painful memories. For 

over a decade after the end of the World War II, therefore, there was no prominent demand 

for Japanese studies.  

 

In summary, what characterized the demand for Japanese studies during the Period 

of Low Demand was the role of Hong Kong’s administration, be it the British colonial 
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administration or the Japanese military authority. Demand for Japanese studies first 

emerged at the British colonial government level in the early twentieth century. Japanese 

classes were organized in a government department as well as a British naval squadron. 

Although the scale in these cases was small, the fact that the demand for Japanese studies 

appeared at the official level hints at a peculiarity of demand during this period. They 

likely had political or military objectives, rather than out of personal interests. Therefore, 

the first movement of Japanese studies was created by the colonial administration. 

 Then, a larger scale of Japanese studies was seen during the Japanese occupation. 

In this case too, it was the local administration that led the rapid development. The 

objectives of the military administration were obvious. As discussed above, the study of 

Japanese language and culture was intended mostly as propaganda for Japan’s role in 

constructing the Greater East Asia Sphere. Those who enrolled in Japanese courses did so 

for survival under the Japanese occupational government.  

 In the next chapter, the background of the Period of Low Demand will be 

examined. It will find out why a demand of local people for Japanese studies did not arise, 

with reference to the presence of Japanese and the Hong Kong mentality. 
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Chapter 6 Lack of Demand and Lack of Presence 

 

 The previous chapter described the demand for Japanese studies in Hong Kong 

before 1960. There was no noticeable demand until the early twentieth century, when some 

Japanese language classes were organized at the government level. There was a larger 

demand during the Japanese occupation. During three years and eight months of Japanese 

occupation, Japanese was taught at various language schools or through newspapers and 

radio programmes. However, as discussed in Chapter 5, the demand was created by the 

Japanese military administration and did not reflect the local people’s genuine intention. 

This chapter will discuss the background of the low demand, and analyze how the Hong 

Kong mentality influenced the lack of genuine demand for Japanese studies.  

 

 First of all, the reason behind the lack of demand for Japanese studies in the 

nineteenth century will be examined. It will be followed by an analysis of the factors 

contributing to the emergence of Japanese studies at the official level in the early twentieth 

century.  

As was described in Chapter 5, there was no record that systematic study of Japan 

or Japanese was carried out in the nineteenth century’s Hong Kong. It is argued here that 

the weak presence of Japanese in Hong Kong and the difficulties faced by the local people 

contributed to the lack of demand for Japanese studies. When Hong Kong was ceded to 

Britain in 1843, Japan had long been under the seclusion policy and had no diplomatic 

relations with the British. For the first decade of British Hong Kong until Japan ended its 

close-door policy in 1854, there were no official contacts between the two places. At that 

time, Japanese people were prohibited from going abroad or being engaged in transnational 

trading activities under the close-door policy. 

However, occasionally, some Japanese might make contact with foreigners when 
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they were rescued by foreigners from shipwreck. As early as 1845, at least four such 

Japanese nationals had resided in Hong Kong
409

. Originally drifted ashore in the 

Philippines or other areas and sent to Macau first, they then did manage to sail for Japan 

with the help of an American merchant C.W. King on board the Morrison and arrived at 

Edo Bay (now Tokyo Bay) on 30 July 1837
410

. However, under the seclusion laws, all 

foreign ships approaching Japanese coast would be driven off by force. Coastal batteries 

opened fire on the ship, which left the ship no choice but to leave Edo Bay
411

. The 

Morrison sailed for Kagoshima but met the same treatment. It finally sailed back to Macau. 

The four Japanese went to Hong Kong with a hope that they could return to their homeland 

from there
412

. One of them opened a sewing shop and another started a Chinese goods 

shop
413

. Thus, they might be the first Japanese who lived in Hong Kong before Japan’s 

ending its close-door policy. Due to their small number, it is unlikely that their existence at 

that time in Hong Kong had any noticeable impact.  

During this period, Britain was taking an active attitude in expanding its trade 

with China and the Far East. On the other hand, there was no strong and imminent motive 

to open trade with Japan. It was partly because the trade with China had begun and the 

opportunities there were thought to be almost limitless
414

. The British had no intention of 

taking the risk of approaching the little-known and seemingly unprofitable market. As a 

result, there was no basis for any interest in Japanese studies in those very early days of 

Hong Kong. 

 When Japan finally opened its door to the world after the visits of the so-called 

‘black ships’ led by an American, Commodore Perry, in 1853 and 1854 and signed the first 

U.S.-Japanese treaty, the British did not miss the opportunity. Britain and Japan signed the 
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Anglo-Japanese Friendship Treaty in 1854 and Anglo-Japanese Treaty of Amity and 

Commerce in 1858. These treaties marked the beginning of official Hong Kong-Japanese 

relations. Once the trade between Britain and Japan commenced, Hong Kong became a 

gateway to Japan for the British
415

 and British-Japanese trade accounted for 80 per cent of 

Japan’s foreign trade by 1860
416

. However, despite this, Japan’s existence was not 

immediately recognized in Hong Kong as there were very few Japanese residing there in 

the early days of the colony. 

At such time, there were some official visits by Japanese representatives to Hong 

Kong. For example, a Japanese delegation to the U.S. called in at Hong Kong on its way 

home in 1860
417

. Another team did the same on its way to and back from Europe in 1862 

and 1863
418

. Commercial activities with Japan also began right after the entry of the 

Anglo-Japanese treaties. A Hong Kong-based British merchant Jardine, Matheson & Co. 

opened an office in Yokohama in 1859 and became the first foreign merchant established in 

Japan after its re-opening
419

. Yet, this was still only one of few cases in the mid-nineteenth 

century
420

.  

Regarding the official relationship between Hong Kong and Japan in the late 

nineteenth century, Governor Hennessy, who was in post from 1877 to 1882, was said to 

have a deep interest in Japan and desired to visit the country
421

. The Japanese government, 

on knowing his wish, immediately expressed a positive response to making the governor’s 

visit possible. Hennessy finally paid a visit to Japan in 1879. He departed the colony on 31 

May and returned on 6 September of that year
422

. The fact that he made such a lengthy visit, 

in spite of his busy schedule, was a clear indication of his fondness for Japan. 
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Hennessy’s successor, Governor Bowen was also a pro-Japanese official and 

visited Japan in 1884, where he received a warm welcome from the Japanese 

government
423

. Unfortunately, however, their visits were simply out of their rather personal 

interest
424

, without giving much stimulation to the Hong Kong-Japanese relations. 

Nonetheless, considering that Japan was very little known at that time, the two visits of 

Hong Kong’s top officials could be taken as an important step towards the later 

development of the diplomatic and economic ties between the two regions. 

 An official recognition of Japan in the British colony of Hong Kong was made 

slightly earlier than these official visits by the British. The Japanese Consulate in Hong 

Kong was established in 1873, the second oldest Japanese overseas mission in Asia after 

Shanghai
425

. A brief announcement was given by the colonial government that Hayashi 

Michisaburo had arrived in Hong Kong to take up the position as Vice-Consul for Japan 

prior to the official opening of the Japanese Consulate on 20 April 1873
426

.   

Regardless of this official existence of Japan in Hong Kong, the presence of 

Japanese in the colony was almost invisible. The number of Japanese nationals who 

resided in Hong Kong at that time was still very limited. There were only 13 Japanese 

people living in the British colony in 1875, two decades after Japan ended its seclusion 

policy
427

. As the total population in 1876 was 139,144
428

, it is easy to imagine how little 

the general public realized the existence of Japanese residents.  

 In addition to trade and diplomatic interactions, there was cultural interaction. As 

early as 1867, a group of Japanese performers, and in 1871, the Japanese Juveniles Troupe 

and Mikado Troupe were reported to hold performances in Hong Kong
429

. These were 
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probably the earliest Japanese cultural activities held in Hong Kong. Among them, Mikado 

Troupe visited and performed in the territory for three consecutive years, one of which 

Governor Kennedy attended
430

. These cultural exchanges between Japan and Hong Kong 

might to some extent raise people’s interest in Japan. However, the effect should be 

relatively small. At that time, very few local Chinese people could enjoy such social events. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, at that time, there were strict restrictions and regulations 

imposed on Chinese residents. For example, the Chinese were required to carry a pass to 

go out at night
431

. Many of them belonged to the lower class of the society. These social 

occasions should be beyond their affordability and should have little relevance to them. In 

addition, this was before the opening of the Japanese Consulate and there were very few 

Japanese living in Hong Kong. It is doubtful how many ordinary Chinese people in Hong 

Kong knew about the country and had interest.  

From the mid-1870s, there was a gradual increase in the Japanese population in 

Hong Kong. In reality, however, many of them were women engaged in prostitution
432

. 

Consul Suzuki, appointed in 1879, was disappointed with the situation in which the 

Japanese residents carried out no noticeable business activities
433

. He analysed and made 

suggestions to the Japanese government as to how the Japanese could compete in Hong 

Kong’s prosperous trade market
434

. From this point as well, it is obvious that the Japanese 

were not very closely linked with Hong Kong society. Thus, the period between the 1860s 

and 1880s was only the beginning of the Hong Kong-Japanese relationship. There was no 

deep mutual exchange yet. 

The situation slightly changed with the advancement of large Japanese companies 

into Hong Kong. Mitsui, Mitsubishi, Nippon Yusen and Osaka Shosen were among the 
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first group of Japanese companies that established their offices in Hong Kong
435

. An early 

record relates how the opening of such steam-ship lines between Hong Kong and Japan 

would accelerate the trading between the two. 

 

The Mitsu Bishi Company (Japanese) opened their line of Steam-ships from 

Yokohama and Kobe &c., to Hongkong in October 1879, and these vessels 

have run with great regularity. The ships have good speed, are well officered 

and manned and bid fair to be strong competitors for a more extended direct 

trade than the Japanese at present possess
436

.  

 

The late-1870s and the early 1880s saw the establishment of the first business ties between 

Hong Kong and Japan. It would later contribute to the development of Hong 

Kong-Japanese relations, but it was not yet at the level of nurturing local people’s interest 

in Japan. 

Mitsui Bussan Kaisha opened an office in 1878, which was upgraded to a branch 

two years later
437

. Kogyo Shokai also established a branch in 1878, followed by Mitsubishi 

Kaisha in 1879
438

. The rush of these large trading companies to a tiny British colony 

signifies the hope and expectation of their further development in southern China although 

their existence in Hong Kong was yet to be fully recognized by Hong Kong society. 

However, as a matter of fact, it was difficult for these companies to make reasonable 

profits. In 1882, only a few years after their establishment, Mitsui Bussan and Kogyo 

Shokai discontinued their business in Hong Kong due to financial difficulties
439

. 

 As discussed in Chapter One, one of the characteristics of the Hong Kong 
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mentality is pragmatism. People’s decision-making would be based on their judgement as 

to whether a benefit would arise. In terms of trade, Japan did not merit much attraction 

from local people in nineteenth century Hong Kong Since trade with Japan was not 

significant to Hong Kong. This can be seen from the relatively small number of ships 

entering Hong Kong from Japan around that time. For example, in 1875, only 72 ships 

(representing a mere 0.3 per cent) out of the 26,000 vessels that entered the port of Hong 

Kong were from Japan
440

.  

On the other hand, the Japanese side viewed Hong Kong as a potential base for 

Japan-Canton trade. In his report to the Finance Minister Shigenobu Okuma in 1874, 

Vice-Consul Taro Ando stated that Canton province was the most important base for 

trading through South China Sea and anticipated that Japan would benefit from it
441

 and 

raised the concern that the Japanese had not yet realized Hong Kong’s potential. It was 

reported that there was only one Japanese shop opened in Hong Kong at that time
442

. In 

response to the report, the Japanese government showed interest in expanding trade with 

Canton through Hong Kong and instructed the Consulate-General to provide information 

on port tax regulations of Hong Kong and the amount of capital needed to open a Japanese 

shop
443

. In March 1875, Ando requested the Japanese government permit his return to 

Tokyo so that he could have a detailed discussion on Japan-Canton trade with Okuma
444

. 

A number of incidents demonstrated the Japanese government’s interest in trading 

with southern China. Not long after its establishment in Hong Kong, the Japanese 

Consulate faced financial difficulties in continuing its operation. In July 1873, it requested 

the Japanese government to provide financial assistance. As a result, an assistance of 1,680 

yen was offered to the Consulate-General in Hong Kong
445

. In 1875, due to doubts about 
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its financial viability, it was once discussed in the Japanese government whether the 

Consulate-General in Hong Kong should remain open
446

. Vice-Consul Ando recommended 

maintaining the operation on the grounds that there was a possibility of expansion in trade 

with southern China despite the absence of significant exchange at that moment
447

. 

Persuaded by Ando, the Japanese government finally decided to continue the operation in 

great anticipation of benefit from the trade
448

. 

Trade was not the only motive behind the Japanese government’s interest in Hong 

Kong. The latter was also viewed as a base through which updated information about 

China could be obtained. This can be seen from the fact that the Finance Minister Okuma 

had instructed Ando to pay special attention to Hong Kong and neighbouring areas’ 

situation and report immediately on any important matters
449

. From the Japanese point of 

view, therefore, Hong Kong was playing a significant role due to its special geographical 

location. 

As Ando had expected, Hong Kong’s position as an important trading port for 

Japan started to be realized. The number of ships from Japan showed a gradual increase. 

When Mitsubishi opened a regular steam ship line between Hong Kong in 1879, 105 

vessels (representing 0.6 per cent) out of 19,000 were from Japan
450

. The percentage was 

still small but there was already noticeable increase from the mere 0.3 per cent in 1875. 

The Hong Kong government also held the hope that the opening of regular steam-ships line 

under Mitsubishi would result in expansion of trade
451

. 

As shown in Table 6.1, there afterwards was a steady increase in the number of 

Japanese ships that entered Hong Kong. This no doubt had contributed to the Hong 

Kong-Japanese economic relations. However, such an increase did not lead to noticeable 

                                                   
446 JACAR: Ref. A01100099800 
447 Ibid.  
448 JACAR: Ref. A01000012500 
449 JACAR: Ref. A03030237700 
450 The Hong Kong Government Gazette, 17 March 1880 
451 Ibid. 



127 

 

increase of interest in Japan among Hong Kong people. They, as discussed in Chapter 1, 

were in straitened and insecure circumstances. 

 

Year 1880 1885 1890 1895 1900 1905 1910 

Ships from Japan 122 181 288 336 414 429 648 

Total vessels entering Hong Kong 20,801 27,102 27,626 31,100 23,205 25,764 20,499 

Percentage 0.58% 0.67% 1.04% 1.08% 1.78% 1.67% 3.16% 

Table 6.1: Number of ships from Japan entering Hong Kong. (Data from the Harbour Master’s Reports for 1885, 1890, 1895, 

1900, 1905 and 1910)  

 

Yet, with this development, the population of Japanese residents gradually 

increased to 163 in 1886, 201 in 1890 and 484 in 1901, when more companies or small 

shops were opened
452

. Given that the number of Japanese in 1875 was only 13, the 

establishment of offices by these Japanese companies did contribute to the growth of 

Japanese community in Hong Kong. Nonetheless, the total population of Hong Kong also 

increased. As shown in Table 6.2, the Japanese only accounted for about 0.1 per cent of the 

Hong Kong population in the late nineteenth century.  

 

 1886 1891 1897 1901 

No. of Japanese 163 201 335 484 

Total population 200,990 221,441 241,762 283,975 

Percentage 0.08% 0.09% 0.14% 0.17% 

Table 6.2: Japanese population and total population in Hong Kong in the late-19th century. (Data from Fujita (1988) p.129, 

Reports on the Census for 1886, 1891 and 1901, and Report on the Blue Book for 1886) 

 

They were still an insignificant minority. In addition, as was mentioned above, the number 

of Japanese included women engaged in prostitution. As a result, there was a low level of 

knowledge of Japanese in the society. 

At the official level, Japanese residents’ existence was not officially recognized 
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until 1897. Despite the increase in the number of the Japanese in Hong Kong, it was only 

in 1897 when Japanese as a nationality was particularly mentioned in the census report. 

This might be due to the fact that Hong Kong was a British colony and therefore 

Europeans and Americans, albeit also small in number, were considered more important in 

the census reports. The population of Hong Kong was categorized as “Europeans and 

Americans”, “Nationality other than Europeans, Americans and Chinese” and “Chinese”. 

While the first category “Europeans and Americans” was further classified according to the 

nationality such as “British”, “Portuguese”, “German”, “French”, etc., there was no such 

sub-categorization in the second category. In the earlier censuses, it was even just 

categorized as “Indians, etc.” without further classification. The Japanese residents were 

literally invisible in the colony’s official documents.  

Not everyone in the nineteenth century’s Hong Kong was guaranteed an 

opportunity of receiving education. For example, in 1880, only 6,587 of 16,402 children of 

school-attendance age were in education, at government schools, grant-in-aid schools or 

private schools
453

. In other words, only 40 per cent of these children could receive 

education. Even though there was a subsequent increase in the number of school-attending 

children, more than half of school-age children remained uneducated (Table 6.3).  

 

 1880 1883 1886 1890 1893 1896 

No. of students 6,587 7,758 8,062 9,644 12,123 9,347 

Children of school-going age 16,402 20,738 18,200 19,350 31,034 24,158 

Percentage 40.2% 37.4% 44.3% 49.8% 39.1% 38.7% 

No. of uneducated children 9,815 12,980 10,138 9,706 18,911 14,811 

Table 6.3: Total number of students attending schools, number of children of local-school age, and number of uneducated 

children in the late-19th century. (Data from the Educational Reports for 1880, 1883, 1886, 1890, 1893 and 1896) 

 

While education was exclusive to the elite minority among the local Chinese, 
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Japanese students had once occupied a prominent proportion of non-Chinese students in 

elite schools. With the gradual increase of the Japanese population in the colony during the 

late nineteenth century, there were Japanese among the non-Chinese students. In July 1889, 

the Government Central School was renamed Victoria College. The annual report of the 

College mentioned that, during the years 1889 to 1891, it had 10 Japanese enrolled, along 

with 790 Chinese and Eurasians, 23 English, 4 Germans, 8 Hebrews, 1 Hindu, 36 

Mohammedans, 1 Parsee and 46 Portuguese
454

. The Japanese therefore constituted a 

significant proportion of the non-Chinese students in the College during these years. As 

Victoria College was the top local school, the noticeable existence of Japanese among the 

group of non-Chinese students can be considered as demonstrating the relatively visible 

existence of Japanese in the local elite society of Hong Kong at that time. However, this 

did not have much impact on the general population in the colony. First, even among the 

elite minority in this College, the number of non-Chinese students increased at a much 

slower pace than that of Chinese students
455

. Second, elite society itself was a very tiny 

minority in the community at that time. The relatively visible existence of Japanese in the 

elite circle, therefore, was not significant enough to generate interest in Japan among local 

people. 

Thus, even though the Japanese community in Hong Kong was showing gradual 

growth, it did not attract much attention from local people. Hong Kong itself at that time 

was still facing a number of difficulties. As a result, the general public in Hong Kong had a 

strong sense of uncertainty and insecurity. First, Hong Kong is situated in a geographical 

location prone to typhoon in some months of the year. Huge typhoons can cause severe 

damage, particularly in those early years of Hong Kong when weather forecast technology 

was not as advanced as now and, as discussed in Chapter 1, a significant proportion of the 

population was boat people. For instance, as a result of a huge typhoon in 1874, over 200 
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houses were destroyed or rendered uninhabitable
456

. The destruction of Chinese junks and 

small boats was said to be too large to estimate
457

. It was reported that 17 Europeans and 

796 Chinese had died
458

. These were severe losses and damage. Hong Kong only had a 

total population of 121,985 in 1872 and 139,144 in 1876
459

.  

 Second, in addition to natural disaster, piracy was rampant. This was demonstrated 

by the report of the Spark incident at that time. In August 1874, the British steamer Spark 

was seized by pirates and the Master and crew were murdered. A reward of 1,000 dollars 

was offered for information leading to the apprehension of the offenders, and later fourteen 

Chinese men were captured and brought to trial
460

. Eight of them were executed shortly 

after confessing their guilt. It was reported that the heads of these criminals would be 

exposed in the usual manner as a warning (emphasis added). This indicates the common 

occurrence of such kind of incidents at that time. 

 The Sino-Japanese war broke out in 1894. The British government announced its 

neutrality upon the breakout of the war and the announcement was issued in its colony 

Hong Kong too
461

. As Hong Kong was not involved in the war, there was no direct 

physical damage. Hong Kong-Japanese trade was not affected much during the war; in fact 

it actually showed an increase. While 325 ships with 533,000 tons of goods came from 

Japan in 1894, 336 vessels with 619,000 tons and 401 vessels with 754,000 tons came in 

1895 and 1896 respectively
462

. 

 However, these figures included both Japanese and non-Japanese vessels as far as 

they sailed from Japan to Hong Kong. The number and tonnage of Japanese vessels in 

reality decreased substantially from 1894 to 1895 (see Table 6.4). On the other hand, 
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during the same period, the total number and tonnage of vessels entering Hong Kong 

showed a slight increase (see Table 6.4). This indicates that Japanese interest had suffered 

as a result of the war despite the neutrality of the British colony at that time.  

 

Year 1893 1894 1895 

Vessels (Japanese) 37 49 27 

Tonnage (Japanese) 50,147 76,735 48,884 

Total vessels 28,050 27,248 31,100 

Total tonnage 7,015,251 6,975,215 7,617,003 

Table 6.4: Number and tonnage of Japanese vessels and all vessels entering Hong Kong. (Data from Harbour Master’s Report 

for 1893-1895) 

 

 Even though trading with Japan did not show a negative impact during the 

Sino-Japanese war, Hong Kong people’s attention was firmly on the epidemic of bubonic 

plague that occurred in the same year. It was officially reported that nearly 2,500 people, 

most of whom were Chinese, had died from the Plague
463

. However, the actual situation 

could be much worse than this. First, the number did not include dead bodies found in 

town and sent straight to the burial ground
464

. Second, the Japanese government issued a 

regulation to inspect all ships from Hong Kong in order to prevent the disease from 

spreading to the country
465

. This indicates the seriousness of the situation. 

Related to this plague is another incident which shows the low level of awareness, 

knowledge and attention regarding Japan. Professor Shibasaburo Kitasato from Japan 

discovered the cause of the plague in Hong Kong. Kitasato found the bacillus of the plague. 

His team received a warm welcome from the acting superintendent at the Civil Hospital, a 

Scottish doctor named James Alfred Lowson
466

. Kitasato was already a world renowned 

bacteriologist at that time. His discovery of the bacillus contributed much to the 
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improvement of the living conditions of Hong Kong. Despite all these, the Japanese team’s 

efforts went largely unnoticed by Hong Kong people. In contrast, on his return to Japan, 

Professor Kitasato was conferred the Order of the Rising Sun in recognition of his 

achievement
467

. The difference in the recognition of Kitasato’s contribution demonstrates 

the lack of awareness and attention regarding Japan among Hong Kong people. They were 

living such a hard life that they still could not afford to care about things that did not 

directly affect their daily lives.  

 In short, the presence of Japanese was very weak in the nineteenth century’s Hong 

Kong. The number of Japanese residents was still small. Trade between Hong Kong and 

Japan was still at an early stage of development. With such weak presence, it is difficult to 

have any significant growth of interest in Japanese studies. In addition, as was discussed 

earlier, the daily life of ordinary Hong Kong people was far from satisfactory. In particular, 

discriminatory laws and regulations were imposed on the Chinese residents under British 

rule. The influx of refugees from the mainland caused overcrowding. There were sanitary 

problems causing such incidence as the outbreak of bubonic plague. All these contributed 

to the ordinary people’s insecure feelings. This impeded the emergence of interest in 

Japanese studies. Therefore, Hong Kong in the nineteenth century did not see a rise in 

demand for Japanese studies. 

 

 In the early twentieth century, there was a slight change. The study of Japanese 

language emerged, although it was of small scale and was seen at the official level only. 

The historical development at that time will be discussed below with the objective of 

investigating the factors contributing to the emergence of Japanese studies and the lack of 

its development beyond the official level. 

At the turn of the century, the Boxer Rebellion occurred in China. This later led to 
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the strengthening of diplomatic relationship between Britain and Japan, as evidenced by 

the conclusion of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. The Boxer Rebellion was an 

anti-colonialist and anti-Christian movement by the Righteous Harmony Society that took 

place in Beijing in June 1900. Eight foreign powers, including Britain and Japan, were 

involved in settling the uprising. The incident in the north of China was noted with fear by 

the Hong Kong colonial authority, as shown in the minutes of the Legislative Council 

quoted below: 

 

The Foreign Settlements of Tientsin were attacked, large numbers of foreign 

missionaries and native Christians have been murdered under circumstances 

of horrible barbarity, and for eight weeks the Legations of all the Foreign 

Powers in Peking were closely besieged by Chinese soldiers, aided by 

Boxers
468

. 

 

With the Boxer Rebellion, the British realized that their commercial supremacy in 

the Far East was directly threatened as the trade of northern China was falling into Russian 

hands, and even in the south, in the valley of the Yang-tse-kiang, Russian merchants and 

commission agents were replacing British agents
469

. The advance of Russian influence in 

China caused anxiety to the British authority. Under such a situation, Britain needed an ally 

in the Far East to oppose the Russian advance. Japan, whose interests had been trampled 

upon by Russia after the Sino-Japanese War and who was also searching for an ally, was 

naturally selected
470

. Japan and Great Britain thus signed the Anglo-Japanese Alliance 

treaty on January 30 1902. The impact of the Rebellion on the conclusion of the treaty is 

evidenced by the following quotation from the colonial Gazette of 18 April 1902: 
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Throughout the troubles and complications which arose in China consequent 

upon the Boxer outbreak and attack upon the Peking Legations, the two 

Powers have been in close and uninterrupted communication, and have been 

actuated by similar views
471

.  

 

The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was said to aim at maintaining strict neutrality in the event of 

either of the two countries being involved in war, and of coming to one another’s 

assistance if either one was confronted by the opposition of more than one hostile power
472

. 

This diplomatic tie between the two was of great importance for Hong Kong too as a 

British colony because it was functioning as an important trade base for the British in the 

Far East. However, there were other motives on both the British and the Japanese sides 

behind the conclusion of this treaty. 

 For Japan, the Treaty had a significant political meaning. It helped in raising its 

political status in the world
473

. In fact, the conclusion of this Treaty between Britain and 

Japan surprised the world. At that time, Japan’s political power in the world was still weak, 

while Britain was leading the Western world.  

 

During the first term of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance (1902-5) Japan was 

virtually an unknown quantity in world politics. Only when she had fought 

and defeated Russia did the world realize that she was destined to become a 

factor of the utmost importance in the Far Eastern situation
474

. 

 

In addition, Japan had an interest in China and Korea while Britain wanted to secure their 
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interests in China. These in fact were explicitly stated in the Treaty: 

 

Having in view, however, their special interests, of which those of Great 

Britain relate principally to China, while Japan, in addition to the interests 

which she possesses in China, is interested in a peculiar degree politically, as 

well as commercially and industrially, in Korea, the high contracting parties 

recognize that it will be admissible for either of them to take such measures 

as may be indispensable in order to safeguard those interests if threatened 

either by the aggressive action of any other power, or by disturbances arising 

in China or Korea,...
475

 

 

As both countries’ interests were threatened by Russia, it was relatively easy for them to 

reach an agreement.  

 On 12 August 1905, while Japan was involved in the Russo-Japanese War, the 

Treaty of Alliance was revised. The revised Treaty ensured Britain’s strict neutrality 

against the Russo-Japanese War, clearly stating that in case some other powers should join 

in hostilities against Japan, Britain would come to the assistance of Japan
476

. A further 

revision was made in accordance with the political situation at that time in 1911 with the 

same objectives. 

 Despite the conclusion of the Treaty between Britain and Japan, the 

Russo-Japanese War still brought some damage to Hong Kong-Japanese economic 

relations. The War broke out in 1904. The total tonnage of foreign vessels showed a 22 per 

cent decline between 1904 and 1905, which was considered to be largely due to the 

disappearance of all Russians and almost all Japanese ships from the run since the war 
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began
477

. As shown in Table 6.5, there was substantial decline in the total number and 

tonnage of vessels visiting Hong Kong from Japan in 1904 and 1905. 

 

Year 1900 1901 1902 1903 1904 1905 1906 

Vessels 315 336 411 468 51 29 301 

Tonnage 649,603 692,981 865,612 1,017,383 114,951 34,573 642,572 

Table 6.5: Number and tonnage of vessels from Japan entering Hong Kong in the early 20th century. (Data from Harbour 

Master’s Report for 1900-1906) 

 

Similarly, a huge decrease was recorded in the number of Japanese ships entering 

Hong Kong during the Russo-Japanese War. The number of Japanese-flag steamers which 

entered Hong Kong dropped from the number of 69 in 1903 to 30 in the following year, 

and then to 10 in 1905 (see Table 6.6).  

 

Year 1903 1904 1905 1906 

Japanese-flag steamers 69 30 10 68 

Table 6.6: Number of Japanese-flag steamers entering Hong Kong in the early 20th century. (Data from the Reports on the Blue 

Book for 1904 and 1906)  

 

This severe impact from the War shows the relative instability of trade between Hong 

Kong and Japan and the fact that it was easily affected by external factors. Nevertheless, as 

shown in Tables 6.5 and 6.6, there was a quick recovery afterwards in 1906. Trade 

development and the conclusion of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance resulted in a better 

recognition of Japan’s presence in Hong Kong in the early twentieth century than before.  

 At the same time, the Japanese population in Hong Kong showed a significant 

increase. As shown in Table 6.7, the number of Japanese residents in Hong Kong increased 

from 335 in 1897 and 484 in 1901 to 857 in 1906 and 958 in 1911
478

. This is likely caused 

partly by the growth of Sino-Japanese trade protected by the Anglo-Japanese Agreement. 
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Although the proportion of the Japanese in the population did not change immediately (due 

to the increase of the total population simultaneously), the increase in number of Japanese 

residents in Hong Kong did make them more visible in society than before. 

 

 

 1897 1901 1906 1911 1921 1931 

No. of Japanese 335 484 857 958 1,585 1,833 

Total population 241,762 283,975 319,803 456,739 625,166 840,473 

Percentage 0.14% 0.17% 0.27% 0.21% 0.25% 0.22% 

Table 6.7: Japanese population and total population in Hong Kong in the early 20th century. (Data from Reports on the Census 

for 1897, 1901, 1906, 1911, 1921 and 1931) 

 

A Japanese newspaper, The Hong Kong Nippo, began to be issued. Its publication 

is an indication of the growing Japanese community in Hong Kong. The number of 

Japanese living in Hong Kong had almost doubled within the first decade of the twentieth 

century (Table 6.7). Although the percentage of prostitutes was still high, there was 

diversification of their occupational background. In 1908, it was reported that out of 893 

Japanese residents, while about 20 per cent were engaged in prostitution (constituting the 

largest category), 14 per cent were company employees, 12 per cent grocers and 3 per cent 

tattooist
479

. Advertisements in the Hong Kong Nippo also reveal the diversification of the 

Japanese residents’ occupations/businesses in Hong Kong at that time. There were grocers 

(for example, Mitsui Yoko, Morita Shoten, Matsuzakaya Shokai, Honda Yoko, etc.), 

shipping companies (Osaka Shosen which offered regular services to the United States as 

well as the mainland China, Toyo Kisen which connected Hong Kong with South America, 

and Nippon Yusen with lines to Europe, Australia, U.S. and Japan), medical practice 

(Majima Clinic), dental practice (Yamazaki Dental Clinic), chemist (Maruichi Drugstore), 

photo studio (Umeya Photo Studio), sushi restaurant (Tokuhachi), and Japanese-owned 
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inns (such as Matsubara Inn, Nomura Inn, Sakaeya Inn, etc.)
480

. A Japanese community 

began to be established, as evidenced by the foundation of Japanese residents’ social 

organizations. For example, in 1908, the Japanese Residents’ Association of Hong Kong 

was established
481

. It was the only Japanese social organization at that time and had over 

100 members
482

. A Hong Kong Japanese Youth Club was also founded aiming at the 

mutual communication and intellectual exchange of the youth. It organized monthly talk 

for its members
483

.  

 In 1909, the Hong Kong Japanese Primary School was established
484

. It was 

operated by the Japanese Residents’ Association of Hong Kong
485

. Taking into account the 

fact that the Japanese population was estimated at about only 900 at that time, the 

establishment and operation of a Japanese school is a strong proof that the Japanese 

community in Hong Kong should have been growing steadily and healthily although the 

school only offered primary education and no secondary school for Japanese residents had 

been established yet. 

Despite the growth of the Japanese community in the colony, there was concern 

that Japan could do more for the development of the Sino-Japanese economic relations. 

Hong Kong was anticipated to become increasingly important to Japan. In the first issue of 

The Hong Kong Nippo published in 1909, Japanese Consul Tatsuichiro Funatsu described 

Hong Kong as one of the most important commercial ports in Asia and urged Japan to pay 

more attention to southern China, not only to the north
486

. His remark was supported by the 

fact that the total export from Hong Kong to China recorded over three hundred million 

dollars, which was more than three times that of the total export from Japan to China
487

. 
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It was previously mentioned that there was few educational opportunities for local 

children in the early twentieth century. In 1900 and 1910, the total number of students at 

schools was 9,925 and 11,097 respectively
488

. Then the number showed a striking increase 

in the following ten years. It reached 28,707 in 1920, which included the students studying 

at both government schools and private schools
489

. The increase is largely accounted for by 

the fact that more private vernacular schools in the New Territories came under the control 

of the Department of Education, while the number of students in English schools under the 

category of government schools and grant-in-aid schools had risen three times since 

1900
490

. Nonetheless, this did not necessarily mean an improvement in educational 

environment. When the growth of the population during these years is taken into 

consideration, the insufficiency of educational opportunities is revealed. While the total 

number of students remained at around 10,000 from 1890 to 1910, the population of Hong 

Kong doubled during the same period. That of 1891 was 221,441 and that of 1901 and 

1911 was 283,905 and 456,739 respectively
491

. The population in 1921, by which time the 

number of students increased nearly three times, was 625,166. In other words, the 

percentage of people who were in education decreased during the 1890-1910 period. In 

1920, the proportion was still the same as that in 1890, with no improvement despite the 

elapse of three decades. Education was still available only for a limited number of people. 

In such situation, obviously very few people, if not none at all, would have interest in 

Japanese studies. 

 In 1911, the University of Hong Kong was established by incorporating the Hong 

Kong College of Medicine under the University Ordinance. The primary aim of the 

establishment, under the Ordinance, was the promotion of Arts, Science and Learning, the 
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provision of higher education, the conferring of degrees, the development and formation of 

the character of students of all races, nationalities and creeds, and the maintenance of good 

understanding of the neighbouring country of China
492

. Its establishment to a certain extent 

contributed to the improvement of educational opportunities at the tertiary level. However, 

from the perspective of Japanese studies, there was limited positive impact at that time. In 

fact, it had a certain negative impact. First, the establishment of the University was 

intended to lead to the expansion of Western knowledge among the local community. This 

is obvious from the minutes of the Legislative Council: 

 

The object of the University is that this Colony shall become a centre of 

higher education in the Far East, that it shall attract here those, especially 

Chinese, who are in search of Western knowledge (emphasis added) instead of 

subjecting them to a long period of exile in a foreign country
493

. 

 

Second, its establishment lessened the attractiveness of Japan as an education centre of 

Western knowledge. At that time, Japan, as a result of the Meiji Restoration, was the first 

“modernized (from a Western perspective)” society in the Far East. It was functioning as 

an education centre in the Far East where people could seek Western knowledge. Hong 

Kong was a British colony. Therefore, those with Western knowledge were considered to 

be superior and acquisition of such knowledge deemed important. Japan, as aforesaid, was 

an education centre offering an opportunity to study about the West. For Hong Kong 

people, it was one of the nearest destinations for that purpose, as evidenced by the minutes 

of the Legislative Council: 

 

Year by year it (Hong Kong) claims increasing importance as an industrial 
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centre. Its docks have taught thousands of Chinamen to become skilled 

workmen, and its schools have educated many of China’s prominent 

administrators. To-day the thirst for Western knowledge (emphasis added) has 

become one of the marked features of the progress of China. Hundreds of 

students are flocking to the United States, to Europe and to Japan (emphasis 

added), fifty at a time
494

. 

 

The establishment of the University of Hong Kong provided local Chinese who 

could not afford to study abroad with the opportunity to acquire Western knowledge. Even 

for those who could afford the overseas study, a local university was more convenient. In 

short, fewer people would go to Japan to acquire Western knowledge. This reduced the 

interest in Japan.  

 Third, holders of a medical degree from the University of Hong Kong were 

entitled to register as medical surgical practitioners in the colony under the Medical 

Registration Ordinance, as amended in 1914. As this Ordinance also entitled persons 

holding a degree, diploma or licence in medicine and surgery of any medical school in 

countries such as Japan
495

. It is therefore highly likely that some Hong Kong residents had 

sailed for Japan to acquire relevant qualification and came back to register as a medical 

practitioner in Hong Kong. Now, with the establishment of the University of Hong Kong 

and its medical degree being recognised as eligible qualification, there should be less 

incentive for Hong Kong people to pursue medical study in Japan.  

In short, the opportunity to receive education was still comparatively small in the 

early twentieth century’s Hong Kong. At the same time, education was perceived as for 

acquiring Western knowledge. Such perception obviously hindered the emergence of 

interest in Japanese studies at the public level. The situation, however, was different at the 
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official level. 

 As discussed above, with the conclusion of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, there 

was stronger relationship between Britain and Japan than before. The colonial government 

of Hong Kong also recognized the change in Japan’s position. Therefore, as discussed in 

Chapter 5, demand for Japanese studies emerged at the official level. On the other hand, 

the general public was not affected at all. There was no change from before. Japan’s 

presence was not yet prominent. People’s attention was firmly on their insecure daily lives. 

They generally still suffered from unsatisfactory living standard. They could not afford to 

nurture any interest in Japan. 

 

 After the study of Japanese language was demanded in some occasions at the 

official level in the early twentieth century, there was again a quiet period during which no 

prominent demand appeared, until the first large-scale demand was observed under 

Japanese occupation. In other words, the demand for Japanese studies that occurred in the 

early twentieth century was an isolated case and did not develop further. At the official 

level, after the occurrence of a conflict between China and Japan, Hong Kong-Japanese 

and Anglo-Japanese relations had weakened. At the general public level, people’s 

insecurity continued to be strong. This hindered the development of any interest in Japan. 

This is the case despite the gradual recognition of Japanese community in Hong Kong and 

the significance of trade between the two places. Such recognition at least existed at the 

official level, as evidenced from comments made by an unofficial Legislative Council 

member (quoted below) when the ordinance for incorporating the Directors of the Japanese 

Residents’ Association of Hong Kong was deliberated: 

 

I may add that we have a close connection and considerable trade with Japan 

necessitating the presence of a large number of Japanese residents in Hong 
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Kong to care for their business interests, and there is no more highly 

respected section of the community. If this Bill be passed it will be of much 

assistance to them and serve as an indication of our feelings of friendship 

towards them and our readiness to assist in making their residence in this 

British Colony as pleasant as possible (emphasis added)
496

.  

 

 The above quoted comments show that trade between Hong Kong and Japan was 

significant in their mutual relations. In fact, Hong Kong was a more important trading 

partner to Japan than vice versa. This is clear from the difference in the amount of export 

and import between the two regions (see Table 6.8). Japan’s exports to Hong Kong, both in 

terms of absolute value and percentage exceeded its imports from Hong Kong
497

. This 

proves that Hong Kong was an important port for Japan to export Japanese goods. Japan 

ranked the second, only behind Britain, in terms of vessels engaged in trade with Hong 

Kong
498

. It was therefore natural that the number of Japanese residents had increased with 

the strengthened ties. 

 

       (1,000 Yen) 

Year 1923 1924 1925 

Exports to Hong Kong 55,317 (16.3%) 79,010 (23.5%) 73,629 (15.9%) 

Japan’s total exports 339,618 336,557 463,359 

Imports from Hong Kong 1,654 (0.33%) 1,099 (0.1%) 475 (0.06%) 

Japan’s total imports 505,457 819,699 839,342 

Table 6.8: Japan’s exports to and imports from Hong Kong with percentage, and the total of Japan’s exports and imports (Data 

from JACAR) 

 

 In line with the development in trade, there was an increase in Japan’s presence in 

Hong Kong. The number of Japanese living in Hong Kong rose from 1,585 in 1921 to 
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1,833 after a decade
499

. However, again, as Hong Kong’s total population itself was on a 

rise, the percentage that the Japanese occupied remained almost the same. Therefore, there 

was no significant impact on Hong Kong people’s perception of Japan. 

 In addition, although there was slightly stronger presence of Japanese in Hong 

Kong through the increase of Japanese residents and mutual trade, Hong Kong’s instability 

was still a serious social issue at that time. A census report describes an incident that 

reveals a general social anxiety. It was reported that a widespread rumour among Chinese 

might have affected the accuracy of the census in 1921. 

 

The rumour referred to is in short that the Government intended to build a 

huge bridge across the harbour to Kowloon resting on 99 piers, and that a 

certain number of young children of both sexes were required to be buried 

alive under the foundations of each pier in order to ensure its stability. The 

numbers increased as the rumours grew, and the highest number which came 

to my notice was 300 of each sex, while the final embellishment to the tale 

was the addition of an unfixed number of pregnant women
500

. 

 

Even though the rumour vanished shortly, the fact that many local people believed and 

feared such a groundless rumour implies that the society was still unstable. As many Hong 

Kong people at that time had actually fled from instability on the mainland, their insecure 

feeling could not easily disappear.  

 Furthermore, Hong Kong experienced a depression in the mid-1930s, which 

originated from the Great Depression in 1929. According to the Report of the Economic 

Commission published in February 1935, the imports of the first nine months of 1934 

declined by 20.7 and 36.8 per cent as compared with the corresponding periods of 1933 

                                                   
499 Reports of the Census for 1921 and 1931 
500 Report of the Census for 1921, p.156 



145 

 

and 1932 respectively and there was similar decrease in exports
501

. Wholesale prices also 

fell. The price index (with that in the year 1922 as 100) dropped from the peak of 136.6 in 

1931 to 95.9 in 1934
502

. As the main cause of this depression was external, people in Hong 

Kong could do nothing but live a life with anxiety, as evidenced in the following quotation 

from the same Report. 

 

... the existing depression in Hong Kong has its sole cause in external factors. 

We are suffering from the world wave of depression and as far as that is 

concerned Hong Kong can only wait patiently for the turn of the tide. A 

partial cause of our depression is that China has also suffered a decline in 

trade with a consequent decrease in revenue and the partial result that her 

Government has endeavoured to maintain revenue by increasing taxation on 

imports (emphasis added)
503

. 

 

The fact that the economy of Hong Kong could so easily be affected by external factors, 

especially those from China, made Hong Kong people realize the vulnerability of their 

economy and society.  

From the perspective of the Japanese, their stronger presence might not always 

have been beneficial. Their daily life could be affected by the situation of Sino-Japanese 

relations. When there was conflict between the two countries, the social and economic 

position of the Japanese residents in Hong Kong was likely to suffer. For example, when 

Japan’s Kwantung Army entered Manchuria and Japanese occupation started there in 1931, 

there was a boycott on Japanese products in Hong Kong
504

.  According to an annual 

report of overseas Japanese schools to the Foreign Ministry, this boycott not only damaged 
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the financial situation of large Japanese companies and banks but also forced many 

Japanese to leave Hong Kong
505

. It was also reported that, as a result of this, the Japanese 

Residents’ Association of Hong Kong, the operating authority of Hong Kong Japanese 

Primary School, experienced such serious financial difficulties that they had to ask for 

special financial assistance from the Japanese government
506

.   

The anti-Japanese movement in mainland China spread to Hong Kong too. 

Besides the boycott on Japanese products some violent acts occurred. According to Acting 

Consul-General Yoshida’s correspondence with the Japanese foreign minister Viscount 

Saito, Japanese school children had suffered from violent acts of Chinese residents in Hong 

Kong
507

. Japanese nationals were advised to evacuate to the Hong Kong Japanese Primary 

School, and about 800 Japanese followed this and stayed there for two weeks. As a result, 

the Japanese Residents’ Association of Hong Kong suffered financially because they had to 

bear the financial burden of repair and renovation work of the school necessitated by the 

short-term evacuation camp.  

 The tension between China and Japan became more serious. Following the 

occurrence of the Marco Polo Bridge Incident (also known as the Battle of Lugou Bridge), 

the Second Sino-Japanese War broke out in July 1937. As the battle intensified, many 

people flooded into Hong Kong from China. They included not only Chinese but also 

British. However, while the Chinese crossed the border only to find poor and overcrowded 

living conditions, the British received better treatment from the Hong Kong government 

and local companies. For example, accommodation for 500 persons had been made 

available for British women and children evacuated from Shanghai in August 1937 and 

further work was done in order to make accommodation for over 1,000 persons ready 
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within a short period
508

. British refugees were offered vouchers for free transportation by 

Hong Kong Tramways and half-rate transportation by bus and ferry companies
509

. In the 

Hong Kong Jockey Club Stand at Happy Valley, one of the centres arranged for British 

refugees, rent or electricity bill was waived.  

The War between Japan and China also had a seriously negative impact on Hong 

Kong-Japanese relations. At the beginning, as the Hong Kong administration tried to 

maintain its close relationship with Japan, the outbreak of the conflict in northern China 

did not damage the economic or cultural ties immediately. However, as the Japanese 

moved forward and started to march into the south, the situation became unfavourable for 

the bilateral relations between Hong Kong and Japan. For example, it was reported in 

September 1937 that the Japanese residents in Hong Kong were again arranged by the 

Hong Kong government to stay in the Hong Kong Japanese Primary School, Chitose Hotel 

or the residence of Mitsui under the protection of the British police
510

. Although there was 

no imminent danger of attack, 120 out of 400 Japanese in Hong Kong at that time decided 

to leave and return to Japan
511

. There was again a boycott on Japanese goods although they 

were still being sold, disguised as Chinese products
512

.  

The Japanese residents’ population in Hong Kong declined substantially as a result 

of the War in China. According to data compiled by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in 

1937, when the Sino-Japanese conflict started in Manchuria, 1,415 Japanese resided in 

Hong Kong
513

. However, their number dropped to 671 by 1 January 1940
514

. It continued 

to decrease to 589 in one year, as of 1 January 1941
515

 and only 387 by April in the same 
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year
516

. In view of the relative difficulties of travelling at that time, a drop of 200 in only 

four months was rather abnormal, indicating the seriousness of the situation at that time. 

The Japanese community in Hong Kong, which had once shown gradual growth, was 

shrinking in size and therefore social recognition.  

 Thus, during the Sino-Japanese conflict, there were no signs of emergence of 

Japanese studies in Hong Kong. Apparently, Hong Kong people’s perception of Japan had 

been damaged by the war. Although Japan became more visible in the eyes of Hong Kong 

people in the twentieth century with the increase in Hong Kong-Japanese trade, there was 

not much improvement in terms of social stability. With the break of and continuation of 

the Sino-Japanese conflict, Hong Kong people’s daily lives, as discussed below, were 

affected. This and the unstable situation in China could easily aggravate their insecure 

feeling. This impeded the emergence of a demand for Japanese studies to rise. In addition, 

some Hong Kong people might at that time have a negative perception of Japan. As the 

Sino-Japanese conflict was prolonged, the life of Hong Kong people became severely 

affected. In early December 1941, just before the Japanese army entered the British 

territory of Hong Kong, a confidential report on the economic conditions of Hong Kong 

was compiled by the army stationed in southern China and sent to the Vice-Minister of 

Army, Kimura Heitaro in Tokyo. According to the report, Hong Kong’s lower class 

residents, who occupied 90 per cent of the total population, were living in poverty due to 

the inflation and devaluation of currency caused by the Second Sino-Japanese War and the 

war in Europe
517

. Despite the implementation of new policies by the Hong Kong 

administration, the dissatisfaction of this group remained and frequent strikes were 

observed. The price of rice had doubled since 1937, while the price of firewood rose five 

times
518

. According to the aforesaid report, about 500,000 refugees had flooded into Hong 
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Kong since the beginning of the war. The situation in Hong Kong was worsened by this 

and the difficulties in importing goods from Guangdong province which was blocked by 

the Japanese. The Hong Kong government issued the Defence (Finance) Regulation in 

1939 and banned non-authorized transactions of any foreign currency or gold
519

 in order to 

stabilize the currency, although the effect was limited. 

 

On 25 December 1941, the Japanese military force finally entered Hong Kong and 

started to occupy the region and establish a military administration. As soon as the 

Japanese military took control of Hong Kong, it issued a message to Chinese residents as 

follows: 

 

The million and more who comprise the Chinese population of Hong Kong, 

and who have been under British Imperialism for over 100 years, have now 

been released. The Japanese Army, by its courageous advance, has, in the 

shortest interval of time lifted the hundred years’ oppression which the 

Chinese people have suffered…. The Chinese must understand that the Far 

East fighting has but this aim – the overthrow of British and American 

Imperialism, to release the races of East Asia and establish a Far East 

Co-prosperity sphere
520

. 

 

This was obviously meant to justify the Japanese Army’s occupation of Hong Kong. It 

sounded as if the life of local Chinese would improve to a degree that had never been 

achieved under British rule, although the Chinese would soon learn that this was not the 

case. Two days later, another statement was issued by the Japanese military administration. 
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Since the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong, order and government have 

gradually been restored. The Japanese Army is taking special care to protect 

the Chinese population, for which the latter are very grateful
521

. 

 

Whether or not these statements really influenced the Chinese, it is believed that the 

Chinese residents in Hong Kong accepted governance by the Japanese relatively 

smoothly
522

. The reasons behind it are considered to be the hatred toward the British as the 

colonial master, the Japanese propaganda regarding anti-British and anti-American 

Imperialism, the Japanese ideology of ‘Asia for the Asians’ and the establishment of a new 

Asian order with the Sino-Japanese cooperation, and so on
523

. As the life of local Chinese 

under British rule had not shown any signs of improvement, the only thing that people 

could do was hope for a change under the new administration. 

Unlike other places that had become under Japanese ruling or occupation such as 

Taiwan and Korea, no strict Japanese language policy was adopted by the Japanese 

military authority in Hong Kong. A milder approach was adopted. People were not forced 

to use Japanese in their daily lives, although they were strongly encouraged to learn it. This 

policy was tactical behalf of the Japanese military government. The basic cultural policy 

they adopted in Hong Kong was to remove the Western-centred materialistic ideology from 

the residents
524

. However, the military administration realized that this was not easily 

achievable as the Western ideology had deeply penetrated people’s minds during the 

British colonial ruling of nearly 100 years. It was also considered that any policy 

implemented by force would not be effective and would result in strong resistance from the 

residents. Therefore, in designing the language policy for Hong Kong, they paid special 

attention to avoid the growth among local people of any feeling of hatred towards the 
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Japanese. It was stated by the military administration that the diffusion of Japanese was 

considered important but the method of implementing this had to be flexible, not forced, 

taking into consideration the feeling of Hong Kong residents
525

.   

 With the transition of authority from the British to the Japanese, Hong Kong 

people had to face further insecurity. Ironically, however, it was also in this period that 

Japanese studies emerged for the first time on a large scale. This emergence was, as 

discussed in Chapter 5, initiated by the Japanese military government. Under the Japanese 

administration, a Japanese language corner was set up in the newspaper and Japanese 

language courses were implemented at local schools (see Chapter 5). To some extent, the 

emergence was inevitable given the political situation of Hong Kong at that time. 

Nonetheless, the fact that the opening of the East Asia School by the Japanese occupational 

government attracted a number of Chinese residents, for example, indicates that there was 

a certain driving force affecting their mind and decision-making. People reacted in this 

manner in order to survive. Through experiencing various difficult times, Hong Kong 

people had learned to face situations flexibly.   

 In such a situation, it did not take long before the Hong Kong Chinese realized 

that they had to accept what was happening and try to find a way to live in a different 

environment. For them, the Japanese occupation was something that might provide an 

opportunity to start a better life. Their flexible mindset facilitated their adaption to the new 

environment. People wished to take any chance that would help them improve their daily 

lives and studying Japanese was considered as one of the ways to do it. Their belief was 

supported by the fact that ability in Japanese became an advantage for finding a job or 

obtaining some privileges in daily supplies. These pragmatic motivations were clearly 

significant in a period still characterised by insecurity.  

 During the Japanese occupation, all teachers previously employed at Chinese 
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schools were required to take a Japanese language course and pass an examination to be 

entitled to teach in their former schools. For this purpose, as discussed in Chapter 5, the 

Teachers’ Training Institute was established in February 1942. A total of 753 application 

for entry as the first cohort had been submitted within a short period between the relevant 

announcement (27 January 1942) and the application closing date (30 January 1942)
526

. 

The second cohort attracted over 1,000 applicants
527

. What motivated the applicants was 

the hope of mitigating their circumstances even a little. As it was their only way of being 

re-employed in their original occupation, the former teachers had no choices, no matter 

how dissatisfied they were with the military government. In addition, teachers received 

relatively favourable treatment during this period. With the prolongation of the War, prices 

surged. Life in Hong Kong became increasingly difficult. Consequently the Education 

Department approved a request submitted by the Hong Kong Headmasters’ Association to 

increase the salaries of teachers: revising the salary scale from 60-80 yen to 80-100 yen for 

primary school teachers and from 80-100 yen to 100-150 yen for middle school teachers
528

. 

There was also non-monetary support offered to teachers. Towards the end of the War, 

while Hong Kong suffered from a severe shortage of food, teachers were given a priority in 

obtaining rice at a cheaper rate
529

. 

 Besides teachers, those with ability in the Japanese language also enjoyed certain 

advantageous. Apart from jobs being allocated to graduates of the East Asia School, there 

were also calls for application for Japanese-speaking posts. On the opening of the Hong 

Kong Public Library, a number of posts were made available
530

. For the posts of advisor 

and office assistants, a general knowledge of Japanese in speech and writing was required 

apart from the academic qualifications of College and advanced middle school respectively. 
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Even for office boys and messengers, applicants were required to be able to converse in 

simple Japanese
531

. 

Despite local people’s wish to live a better life in the new era, the fact was that the 

situation never improved. How the Chinese residents in Hong Kong during the occupation 

by the Japanese were treated was reported in an English radio news programme broadcast 

in Chongqing on 1 March 1942. The news report described the life of Chinese under the 

Japanese military administration: The Japanese seized every valuable item they found from 

the Chinese; people were allowed to withdraw up to 50 dollars from their bank accounts 

but had to exchange them into war notes; people were so poor that some of them were only 

able to eat their first tiny meal of the day only at midnight
532

. In such a situation, it is 

natural that relations between the local Hong Kong people and the Japanese worsened. 

 However, there was an increase in the number of people who studied Japanese. 

This was facilitated by several factors that were peculiar to Hong Kong society at that time. 

First, the local Chinese had a strong insecure feeling with the fall of Hong Kong. In order 

to reduce their insecurity, it was thought to be better to accept the new administration and 

try their best to adapt themselves to the new environment. Learning Japanese was one of 

the most helpful ways at that time. Secondly, in addition to the deteriorating daily life in 

the War period, the fact that the British, who had served as the colonial master for a century, 

surrendered in a surprisingly short time took away Hong Kong people’s confidence in the 

West. Having lost trust in the British government to protect them, the Chinese in Hong 

Kong were at a loss to know what to do. Their lack of trust in the British turned into a hope 

for the new administration.  

 With this background, Japanese studies in Hong Kong showed rapid development 

for the first time on such a large scale. However, it was made possible only because Hong 

Kong was facing serious difficulties in wartime. Without pragmatic reasons, Japanese 
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studies would not have developed so much. Japan, in the eyes of people in Hong Kong, 

was the enemy. It had invaded the territory of Hong Kong. This is the case even though 

Japan pronounced that it would end British Imperialistic strength and establish a Far East 

Co-prosperity sphere. It is doubtful whether local people believed that, especially because 

Japan had already invaded China, the motherland of many Hong Kong Chinese. However, 

the Chinese in Hong Kong had to adapt simply because they had no other options in order 

to survive. 

 

 The above has shown that the motivation behind the Hong Kong people’s pursuit 

of Japanese learning during the Japanese occupation was merely for the sake of survival 

when there was no other option. Therefore, it was understandable that people’s motivation 

for studying Japanese rapidly disappeared with the end of the Japanese occupation since 

there was no longer any pragmatic advantage in it. Devastated by the protracted war, Japan 

had to struggle to reconstruct the country. As Japan’s trade was restricted under the 

Potsdam Declaration, its economic value also decreased. The sudden disappearance of 

Japanese studies shows that the emergence of demand during the Japanese occupation was 

only temporary and due only to the unusual situation at that time. People did not have a 

genuine interest in Japan.   

The end of the Japanese occupation, which had lasted three years and eight 

months, did not result in a quick improvement in people’s living standard. Minutes of the 

Legislative Council show that many people were suffering from high living costs caused 

by the shortage of goods after the war. For instance, at a meeting in June 1946, it was 

reported that the allocation of rice to Hong Kong dropped by 70 per cent for the second 

quarter of the year, and that a large amount of rice, shipped as part of Hong Kong’s 

allocation, consisted of 100 per cent broken rice that was “unfit for human consumption
533

”. 
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The same Legislative Council minutes also revealed that the rice allocation had been 

reduced several times and had gone down to one fourth within six months
534

. In response 

to this situation, the colonial government decided to pay a living allowance to all 

non-European adults of 18 years or over based on their monthly salaries in accordance with 

a certain scale despite the high financial burden this would entail
535

. This illustrates that 

Hong Kong people were still suffering and could barely survive economically. As people 

were generally living such a hard life after World War II, Japanese studies in Hong Kong, 

which once drew people’s attention under the Japanese occupation, lost prominence. For 

some people, it was something that they could not afford, and for others, it was something 

that they wanted to avoid as it was associated with bad wartime memories. 

 

 When Hong Kong became a British territory, Japan was under its seclusion policy 

and even after the end of this policy in 1853, there was only a weak tie between the two 

regions. In addition, there were very few Japanese living in Hong Kong. As discussed 

above, at the time of the establishment of the Japanese Consulate two decades after the 

opening of Japan, there were only 13 Japanese, and even after another two decades, 

Japanese formed only 0.1 per cent of the total Hong Kong population. This low level of 

presence obviously affected the emergence of interest in Japanese studies. Japan’s position 

in Hong Kong people’s eyes was still insignificant.  For nearly 100 years of early Hong 

Kong history as a British colony, people were rarely engaged in Japanese studies. 

 This was also attributable to the mentality of Hong Kong people. The society of 

Hong Kong in the nineteenth and the early twentieth century was still unstable. Chinese 

residents and western people were not equally treated. Political instability on the mainland 

and deadly diseases affected their mentality as well. In consequence, people were living 

with a strong sense of insecurity. With such insecurity, there was no room for Japanese 
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studies to develop, especially when the Hong Kong- Japanese relationship was still weak. 

Although the number of Japanese residents and the volume in trade between the two places 

showed a gradual increase, Hong Kong did not benefit much from it. As discussed above, 

Hong Kong was a more important trading partner to Japan than vice versa. In addition, 

when the volume of trade between the two regions rose, incidents like the Sino-Japanese 

War or the Russo-Japanese War broke out and brought serious damage. Without any 

pragmatic motivation, people did not bother to make an effort to know more about Japan.  

 With the outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War which was later escalated to 

become World War II, the life of Hong Kong Chinese deteriorated further. Consequently, 

they became more insecure. Dissatisfaction towards the colonial government grew. It was 

in such circumstances that the Japanese occupation commenced. In fact, the insecurity of 

Hong Kong did not disappear. However, as they knew that the previous 100 years of 

British sovereignty had not brought about comfortable living, there was the slight hope that 

they could take the opportunity to start a better life. This partly explains the relative 

popularity in enrolment in the East Asia School, where Japanese was a compulsory course. 

It was not because they wanted to study Japanese, but because they saw a potential 

advantage in learning Japanese under the Japanese military administration. Those who had 

the opportunity of acquiring some knowledge of Japanese were given priority when finding 

a job, or even buying rice at a cheaper rate. Thus, Hong Kong people’s pragmatic mentality 

contributed to the first development of Japanese studies during this period. 

 Nevertheless, the “boom” was to some extent created by the Japanese 

occupational government. Without a genuine interest in Japan among Hong Kong people, 

Japanese studies did not show further development with the end of the Japanese 

occupation. 

 To summarize, the low level of demand for Japanese studies during the Period of 

Low Demand was mainly due to the lack of Japanese existence in Hong Kong society and 
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the unstable living condition among the Chinese population. People’s insecure feeling kept 

them from having a particular interest in something that was not directly related to their 

lives. Their pragmatic motivation did not operate either, because trade with Japan was still 

growing at a moderate pace and did not draw much attention from them. However, even in 

this insecure situation, people’s flexibility led them in a certain direction as long as they 

saw a pragmatic value there. This is the reason for the first movement of Japanese studies 

in Hong Kong during the Japanese occupation. As pragmatic value was lost after Japan 

withdrew from the territory after the War, Japanese studies naturally ceased to develop.   

 It is thus concluded that the mentality of Hong Kong people closely affected the 

popularity or lack of popularity of Japanese studies from the establishment of the Hong 

Kong colony to the end of the Japanese occupation. In the following part, it will be 

discussed how a real demand for Japanese studies emerged in Hong Kong and what 

background factors influenced the development. 
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PART III: PERIOD OF GROWTH OF DEMAND 

 

 Part III looks in detail at the emergence of Japanese studies in Hong Kong and its 

development from the 1960s to the 1980s. Chapter 7 will describe how Japanese studies 

came to be perceived and spread in Hong Kong.  

 In Chapter 8, why the demand for Japanese studies grew during this period, and 

how the mentality of Hong Kong people and their perception of Japan were linked to the 

growth, will be analysed. 

 

Chapter 7 Emergence and Growth of Demand in the General Public  

 

 As described in Chapters 5 and 6, during the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong 

from December 1942 to August 1945, Japanese studies emerged in Hong Kong for the first 

time on a relatively large scale. However, as it was mostly orchestrated by the Japanese 

military government, the demand did not originate from any interest of the general public 

in Japan. Therefore, with the resumption of British rule after Japan’s surrender, the demand 

rapidly disappeared. The early post-war era in Hong Kong did not show any indication of 

development in Japanese studies. As described below, since the oldest Japanese language 

schools only started operating in the early 1960s, it can be concluded that there was no 

formal teaching of Japanese in the latter half of the 1940s and in the 1950s. This would 

appear to be because both Hong Kong and Japan were in a period of recovery from the 

damage caused by the War. Hong Kong people did not have the energy and time to be 

involved in pursuits which were not necessary for their survival. In any case, Japan was the 

defeated enemy. It could also have been a taboo to be associated with anything Japanese, 

including Japanese studies. 

Since the 1960s, with the gradual improvement in living standards and general 
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economic development, educational opportunities for Hong Kong people increased. As 

Figure 7.1 shows, at the beginning of the 1960s, nearly 30 per cent of the population did 

not receive any education while 45 per cent had primary but not secondary education. In 

other words, only 25 per cent of the population received secondary education or above. 

There was only a slight improvement in the 1960s. However, educational opportunities 

improved significantly in the next decades (from 1971 to 1981). By 1981, about half of the 

population had achieved secondary level education or above. This is a 100 per cent 

increase from the situation in 1961.  

 

 

Figure 7.1: Percentage distribution of population aged 15 and over by educational attainment in 1961, 1971, 1976 and 1981. 

(Data from Census and Statistics Department (1982)) 

 

The rapid improvement in educational attainment during this period was largely 

down to the introduction of compulsory primary education in 1971
536

. However, as the 

increase in the number of people who attended school beyond primary level was not a 

direct effect of compulsory education, it appears that people could gradually afford to 

receive a higher level of education. This also meant that the living conditions of Hong 
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Kong people were improving. It was in this period that a demand for Japanese studies 

started to be realized. Interestingly, the growth of demand for Japanese studies corresponds 

with that of educational attainment in Hong Kong. The demand had become more 

prominent since the 1970s as will be described below. 

 

There were no official records of how many learners of Japanese were taking a 

course in Hong Kong until the mid-1970s. Although the demand for Japanese studies had 

already emerged in the early 1960s with the establishment of Japanese language schools, 

its scale was relatively small before the 1970s. The first large-scale survey conducted by 

the Japan Foundation revealed that there were over 5,000 learners of Japanese in the 

mid-1970s (Table 7.1). It accounted for seven per cent of the total number of Japanese 

learners in the world
537

. It is very likely that this first survey had difficulties collecting 

precise data
538

, but it at least implies that there was a certain demand for Japanese studies 

in Hong Kong by that time. Similar surveys were conducted regularly and given a rough 

picture of the Japanese learning situation in Hong Kong. However, these figures only 

include those people involved in formal Japanese learning at schools or institutions. They 

do not reflect the true figures as there were many who were learning Japanese through 

private tutoring
539

. 

 

 1974 1980 1985 1990 1993 

Institutions in Hong Kong 12 10 47 32 35 

Learners in Hong Kong 5,410 4,066 7,784 11,865 16,074 

Learners in the world 77,827 127,167 584,934 817,490 1,623,455 

Table 7.1: Number of Japanese language educational institutions and learners in Hong Kong and worldwide. (Data from the 

Japan Foundation (1975), (1981), (1987), (1992) and (1995)) 
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It is therefore estimated that there were more Japanese learners of Japanese than these 

figures show. Nonetheless, Hong Kong, a tiny British colony then, had already established 

its status as one of the major regions that offered the Japanese language education by the 

mid-1970s. As is indicated in Table 7.1, although the number of learners in Hong Kong 

decreased in the 1980 survey, it showed a rapid increase in the subsequent surveys. 

Regarding the decrease in the 1980 survey, it might be due to a lack of replies from local 

institutions. As will be discussed later, there were no particular signs indicating a decrease 

in demand during that period. It is more natural to assume that there was a steady increase 

in number which had not been properly reflected in the survey. In fact, within 16 years of 

the first survey, the number doubled. As there was only a low level of demand for Japanese 

studies at the beginning of the 1960s, the period from the early 1960s to the late-1980s saw 

the emergence and fast development of Japanese studies in Hong Kong. This period is thus 

defined as the Period of Growth of Demand. How the demand emerged and grew will be 

examined below.  

 

 One of the oldest Japanese language schools in Hong Kong, Daiichi Japanese 

Language School, was established in 1962
540

. When the school first opened, it had only 

seven students, two Japanese teachers and six Japanese assistants
541

. Since the number of 

students was smaller than that of teaching staff, it is easy to imagine how small the demand 

for Japanese studies was at that time. It can therefore be considered that this was really the 

earliest stage of emergence of Japanese studies. It is also recorded that there were no other 

schools specialized on Japanese language teaching at that time, except for private tutoring 

classes
542

. 

However, it did not take long before the school began to admit more students. In 
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1965, Daiichi Japanese Language School, which originally offered classes only in 

Kowloon, opened its second venue on Hong Kong Island by renting classrooms from a 

secondary school
543

. Although the new venue had to be closed due to the closure of the 

secondary school in 1968, some students crossed the harbour to continue their learning 

even after that, and the number of students kept growing. It had 700 students in 1973, 

which means a tenfold increase in ten years
544

. Although due to the 1973 oil crisis the 

number dropped suddenly in 1974, it had revived by 1978 with a total of 900 students
545

. 

At its peak, Daiichi Japanese Language School had about 1,700 students in 1985
546

. 

 As the number of Japanese language learners gradually increased, the 

Consulate-General of Japan in Hong Kong also started a Japanese language course under 

the Japan Information & Cultural Centre in 1968, accepting students at beginner and 

intermediate levels
547

. The fact that some were admitted in the intermediate level class is 

an indication that the Japanese language learning at that time was already at a growth stage. 

At the beginning, there were two beginner level classes and one intermediate level class 

taught by two Chinese teachers
548

. The course soon gained popularity, probably partly 

because it was affiliated with the Consulate-General of Japan (It was later taken over by a 

non-profit organization, the Japan Society of Hong Kong in 2000). In addition to its 

‘official’ image, the fact that trained teachers were sent by the Japanese Foreign Ministry 

(later by the Japan Foundation) from 1970 to teach the course contributed to the high 

reputation of the course
549

. In a sense, compared with private language schools, the quality 

of teaching was guaranteed. In 1970, an advanced level class was added and altogether 219 

students were studying on these courses
550

. In the following year, there were 554 

                                                   
543 Ibid. 
544 Ibid. 
545 Society of Japanese Language Education, Hong Kong (1993) p.6 
546 Ibid. 
547 Chen & Yang (2004) p.305 
548 Japan Information & Cultural Centre (1993) p.7 
549 Ibid. 
550 Ibid. 



163 

 

applications for the vacancies of 200 (Figure 7.2). Subsequently, the course became so 

popular that students had to be selected by lot (until 1983) or through an entrance 

examination (after 1984)
551

. 

 

 

Figure 7.2: Total vacancy for the Japanese Language Course affiliated with the Consulate-General of Japan and total application 

for the following year. (Data from Japan Information & Cultural Centre (1993) pp.7--10) 

 

 

Figure 7.3: Number of students at the Japanese Language Course affiliated with the Consulate-General of Japan. (Data from 

Japan Information & Cultural Centre (1993) pp.7--10) 
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The number of applications (Figure 7.2) showed a sudden increase and decrease in the 

early 1980s. However, in view of the fact that around 1,000-1,500 applications were 

received from 1984 to 1991, it can be said the programme was popular. The total number 

of students enrolled in the courses also increased. As mentioned above, the courses 

enrolled 219 students in 1970. The figures from 1971 to 1978 are not available. However, 

by 1979, the number of students increased to 529 (Figure 7.3). It continued to increase 

until 1984, when the highest number was recorded (962 students). Therefore, there was a 

slight decrease towards the late-1980s. 

 One of the characteristics of the Japanese language programme at the Japan 

Information & Cultural Centre of the Consulate-General of Japan in Hong Kong was its 

structure. It adopted a three-year (from 1968 to 1970 a two-year) certificate programme 

system
552

, in which the students would study from the beginner level, and then 

intermediate level and advanced level in three years. Each year, a graduation ceremony 

was held for those who have completed the three-year programme. Obviously not all of the 

students could obtain the Certificate of Completion, but the well-organized structure might 

have contributed to the programme’s popularity too. 

 The community services sector also started Japanese language education. The 

Adult and Higher Education Services of Caritas Hong Kong is one example of the 

institutions that actively offered a Japanese course during this period. Founded in the 

mid-1960s, Caritas Adult and Higher Education Services aimed to provide educational 

opportunities for those who were unable to continue their formal education in the 

territory’s established school structures
553

. Therefore, the courses at the very early stage 

focused on basic education. They started with 1,000 enrolments in 1966 and had less than 

5,000 learners in 1970, but soon the enrolment number increased and the total enrolment in 
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the mid-1970s exceeded 20,000
554

. Japanese began to be taught as early as 1968 when 

Japanese was taught under special education training with other languages such as French, 

Cantonese, Mandarin, English and German
555

. These language courses were designed ‘to 

enable youngsters and adults to learn a new language which would either be useful to them 

in finding better employment or enrich their lives in other ways’
556

. In the following year, 

Caritas Adult Education Centre also opened a Japanese course, which was in part-time 

mode together with other language courses
557

. For all language courses, including various 

English courses, Mandarin, Cantonese, French, German and Japanese, there were 649 

enrolments
558

. Although exact figures of those on the Japanese courses were not available, 

English and Chinese courses should have been among the most popular as they were the 

official languages of Hong Kong. It is therefore very likely that proportionally not so many 

people were studying Japanese at that early stage.  

However, these courses were expanded in the 1970s. For example, a newspaper 

advertisement in 1977 showed that altogether six Japanese courses were offered at five of 

Caritas’ centres
559

. The courses offered at these centres ranged from interest classes (such 

as photography, drawing, calligraphy, dessert making and Chinese cooking) to more 

practical classes (such as Chinese typing, English typing, stenography, hotel services, 

automobile repair, etc)
560

. Among language courses, English and Chinese were obviously 

most commonly offered and could be taken at any of their centres. Apart from these two, 

only Japanese and French were offered. German, which used to be taught, was not on the 

list then. While they opened only two French courses, six Japanese courses were 

organized
561

. This implies that the demand for Japanese courses was quite high. 
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 Another known example is the Chinese YMCA of Hong Kong, which was 

established at the beginning of the 20th century. The Chinese YMCA of Hong Kong had a 

long history of serving the local community. In 1961, it established a centre in the Central 

district (the central business district in Hong Kong) at which a wide variety of activities for 

young people were arranged
562

. There, a Japanese interest class was held
563

. This means 

that the Japanese course was offered in the early 1960s, when some private language 

schools were gradually opening. After a while, in 1966, the Chinese YMCA of Hong Kong 

erected its 18-story building in Waterloo Road, Kowloon as its headquarters
564

. At the 

programme centre of the headquarters, Japanese classes were organized as one of the 

training courses for adult learning
565

. In the late-1970s, it was estimated that about 400 to 

500 people were studying Japanese at the Chinese YMCA of Hong Kong
566

. 

 These Japanese courses in the community services sector, together with private 

language schools, prove that demand for Japanese studies had emerged in the 1960s at the 

general public level. Though the demand was still limited, Japanese studies began to 

develop out of people’s interest, not as an orchestrated “project” like the situation during 

the Japanese occupation in the World War II. It led to a boom from the mid-1970s. The 

Japanese education at this early stage contributed tremendously to the later growth of 

Japanese studies in Hong Kong. 

 Japanese was taught in secondary education as well although the scale was rather 

small. Pui Kiu Middle School started a Japanese class from 1965 for Form 6 students with 

25-30 students
567

. The class was expanded in the 1970s in response to students’ requests to 

provide higher level courses
568

. Even though it was one of very few examples, it is a 
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surprising fact that the Japanese course was offered as part of secondary education at such 

an early stage. As a British colony, English education was considered the core part in the 

Hong Kong educational system. With that background, there was little room for Japanese. 

In addition, the Japanese language education had long been occupied by adult learners, as 

will be mentioned later. In this sense too, the example of Pui Kiu Middle School is 

noteworthy.  

 Apart from this, Japanese studies also began in post-secondary education. One of 

the earliest examples was a Japanese course offered at the Department of Extra-mural 

Studies of the University of Hong Kong. It began in September 1965
569

. As it was an 

extra-mural course mostly for adult learners, it was similar in nature in this respect to the 

Japanese courses offered at private institutions, the Consulate-General of Japan, and 

community service centres as described above. It was not part of the formal education of 

the University. 

Formal Japanese education at the tertiary level began at the Chinese University of 

Hong Kong. It was the first tertiary institution to offer a Japanese course to university 

students in Hong Kong. A Japanese language course began in the Department of Chinese 

and Oriental Languages in 1967 and the Japanese Studies Section obtained independent 

status in 1972
570

. Being upgraded to an independent section in such a short period is 

evidence that there was general anticipation of further development of Japanese studies.  

As the first of its kind at the tertiary level, the Japanese language course of the Chinese 

University of Hong Kong was privileged to be allocated visiting lecturers sent by the 

Japanese Foreign Ministry
571

, just like the Japanese language course affiliated with the 

Consulate-General of Japan in Hong Kong. Three of them were teaching Japanese there in 

1968, the same year as the Japanese language course was made available as a minor 
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programme together with French and German courses
572

. 

 The Chinese University of Hong Kong, like the University of Hong Kong, also 

offered Japanese courses at its Department of Extra-mural Studies. It began in 1973
573

, 

which was much later the course at the Department of Extra-mural Studies of the 

University of Hong Kong and also later than the above-mentioned course offered to its 

own university students. The course however experienced rapid expansion and, in only five 

years, all five venues in Kowloon and the New Territories offered beginner level courses
574

. 

A distinct feature of the course at the Department of Extra-mural Studies of the Chinese 

University of Hong Kong was the production of radio and television programmes on the 

beginner Japanese course since 1976
575

. They were broadcast by Commercial Television, 

which first went on air in 1977. As a part of licensing conditions, the station was required 

to air two hours of special instructional programmes each weekday evening, covering 

topics such as automobile mechanics, book-keeping, interior design and foreign 

languages
576

. Its Japanese language programme might have begun simply to meet the 

licensing requirements. However, it turned out to be very popular. It was estimated that it 

had 80,000 listeners and viewers, ten times those of the Putonghua (Chinese Mandarin) 

programme
577

. Some 4,000 viewers of the Japanese language programme registered for the 

course in order to obtain the textbook and have their homework corrected
578

. It was so 

successful that a six-month intermediate level programme of Japanese was launched in 

April 1978, but unfortunately Commercial Television was declared bankrupt and the 

course had to be cancelled only three months after its commencement
579

. Even though the 

radio and television programmes did not continue, such success serves as clear evidence of 
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the growth of Japanese studies in the mid-1970s. 

 Other evidence of growth of Japanese studies in the mid-1970s is the 

commencement of such courses at another tertiary educational institution, at that time 

without university status, the Hong Kong Polytechnic. This institution was established in 

1972 by taking over the premises, staff and students of the former Hong Kong Technical 

College
580

. Early on it mainly offered two-year full-time courses leading to technician or 

ordinary diplomas and three-year full-time courses leading to Higher Diploma 

qualifications, until it started degree-level Professional Diploma and Bachelor’s degree 

programmes
581

. The Department of Languages was set up in 1973, which at first provided 

English language training for all first-year students throughout the Polytechnic as well as 

Chinese language training for commercial students
582

. However, in the year it was 

established, the Department had already started planning to introduce a Japanese course for 

students on the Executive Secretaries course in the Department of Business Studies
583

. The 

course was implemented as an optional pilot course in the second semester of the 1974 

academic year, and ‘turned out to be very popular’
584

. 

The foundation was thus laid by the time the Department started a one-year 

full-time Certificate course in Japanese in 1977, which had a student intake of 21 persons 

and two teaching staff
585

. It was the first Japanese major programme in tertiary education 

in Hong Kong. As the programmes at the Hong Kong Polytechnic were originally designed 

to provide practical knowledge and skills, the Certificate course naturally aimed at offering 

practical Japanese language training
586

. The practical nature of the programme was 

well-accepted. It is an interesting fact that the students on the Certificate in Japanese 
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course negotiated with the Polytechnic, and in response to their request, the course was 

upgraded to a two-year Diploma programme the following year
587

. The practical nature of 

the course is apparent from the description of the course at that time: 

 

The Diploma in Japanese aims to provide intermediate-level competence in 

both oral and reading/writing skills, together with an introduction to aspects of 

Japanese society. In addition to school leavers, the course has also taken in a 

number of mature students, and (particularly in the early years) these have 

included serving officers from the Royal Hong Kong Police Force, both men 

and women and ranking from Constable to Chief Inspector
588

. 

 

The first cohort of students graduated in 1979. It should be noted that the programme 

included a visit to Japan for the students (see the quotation from the institution’s Annual 

Report below). Although it is unlikely to have been a compulsory component, it can be 

regarded as an epoch-making event which would have an influence on the design of other 

Japanese programmes in future.  

 

The students of Japanese completed their studies with a visit to Japan during 

which each lived with a Japanese family. The visit, lasting 18 days, was 

arranged by the Experiment in International Living, and was made possible 

mainly by the generosity of the Japan Foundation
589

. 

 

The success and popularity of the Diploma in Japanese is shown by the volume of 

applications. Within ten years of operation, the programme attracted 2,850 qualified 
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applicants for the intake of 21 in 1987, which means a ratio of over 135 to every place 

available
590

. It was so popular that the Hong Kong Polytechnic raised the intake quota to 

42 (double the original quota) in that year
591

.  

 The Diploma in Japanese at the Hong Kong Polytechnic was particularly aimed at 

providing intermediate level competence in Japanese and an introduction to aspects of 

Japanese society
592

. As a result of these, the programme contributed greatly to the 

development of Japanese studies in Hong Kong. There was a clear difference in the nature 

of the course at the Hong Kong Polytechnic from that at the Chinese University of Hong 

Kong, where it was offered as a minor programme. Although it was a Diploma and not a 

degree yet, the level aimed at was intermediate. In addition, it also included an introduction 

to aspects of Japanese society. This must have been intended to contribute to a better and 

deeper understanding of Japan. In any case, its popularity shows that people had 

motivation to choose a Japanese-specific programme. 

The Hong Kong Polytechnic had another popular Japanese-related programme. 

The Department of Languages had been offering Japanese components as well as other 

languages to a three-year full-time Higher Diploma programme in Trilingual Secretarial 

Studies since 1976, which was offered by the Department of Business and Management 

Studies. The programme comprised two major components, which were secretarial studies 

and three languages – Chinese, English and either French or Japanese
593

 (German was 

added as another option in 1977)
594

. Therefore, although the programme nature was 

different from that of the Diploma in Japanese, Japanese was taught as an integral part of 

the programme. It aimed specifically at imparting the Japanese skills needed by Hong 

Kong business offices. Although the three languages shared the annual student intake of 63 
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equally, it was noted that Japanese was the first choice of the majority and a further 

allocation/selection process was needed at the start of the academic year
595

. This is yet 

more evidence of how much the demand for Japanese studies was growing at that time. 

The Higher Diploma in Trilingual Secretarial Studies was not a Japanese major programme 

as such but more a business-oriented programme. This is apparent from the fact that it was 

offered by the Department of Business and Management Studies. The combination of 

business components and language components in one programme was unique at that time. 

Yet its practicality reflected the workplace needs of Hong Kong and graduates from the 

programme were well-received by employers
596

. The foresight behind the programme also 

impacted subsequent programme design in the tertiary sector in Hong Kong. 

 The University of Hong Kong, which has the longest history among all tertiary 

institutions in Hong Kong, was a relatively slow starter in the field of Japanese studies. As 

discussed above in Chapter 1, it was established in 1911. However, it was not until 1978 

that a Japanese language course was offered to its university students in its Language 

Centre
597

. As a matter of fact, at the University of Hong Kong, which had been the only 

higher educational institution until 1963, there were no Asian studies courses other than 

Chinese studies. This might be partly because it adopted British education from the 

beginning
598

. At that time, in Britain, there was a lack of knowledge and understanding 

about Japan until Japanese studies began at university level in the mid-1960s with the 

establishment of the Centre for Japanese Studies at the University of Sheffield for 

example
599

. Even though in the University of Hong Kong there were some individuals who 

showed a deep interest in Japanese studies, such as Sir Charles Eliot, its first 

Vice-Chancellor, or Edmund Blunden, who was a professor in English literature a during 
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the 1950s, these personal interests did not lead to the commencement of Japanese 

courses
600

. 

However, once the Japanese language course started to be offered, it did not take 

long before an independent unit dedicated to Japanese studies was set up. In 1985, the 

Department of Japanese Studies was established at the University of Hong Kong. It started 

with three full-time teaching staff, including a lecturer sent by the Japan Foundation, and 

the programme focused on Japanese language education
601

. Until then, Japanese courses at 

the tertiary level were all offered mainly as language courses under the language 

centre/department or as a part of extramural studies. The fact that an independent 

department for Japanese studies was established, therefore, had a significant meaning for 

the development of Japanese studies during this period. It meant that the emergence of 

Japanese studies had been clearly realized in Hong Kong society, and it surely had an 

influence on, for example, the establishment of the Department of Japanese Studies at the 

Chinese University of Hong Kong, slightly later in 1991. 

 Yet, under the system of the University of Hong Kong at that time, the Japanese 

studies programme was not yet considered a major programme. Students had to take 

several courses from different disciplines in the first year and started to learn Japanese and 

about Japan from the second year, while taking another discipline such as English or 

Chinese to make a double-major degree
602

. The implementation of the Japanese major 

programme had to wait until the 1990s. 

 Founded in 1984, the City Polytechnic of Hong Kong (now City University of 

Hong Kong) joined the Japanese education circle too. The Department of Languages was 

set up with the intention to serve exclusively as a service unit within a centralized Learning 

Resources Centre along with the Library, Computer Centre and Educational Technology 
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Centre
603

. However, it was considered necessary to cater for language needs generally in 

Hong Kong. The department was approved to offer programmes in translation and 

interpretation. Accordingly, part-time evening Higher Diploma and Higher Certificate 

programmes in Translation and Interpretation commenced in the 1984/85 academic year
604

. 

Apart from these (the Department’s own programmes) and servicing courses in English 

and Chinese, the Department also offered eight extension courses, one of which was the 

Fundamentals of Translation, Japanese to Chinese
605

. Although this translation course was 

only offered for one semester, it was the first translation course in Japanese in Hong Kong.  

Japanese teaching was implemented at the City Polytechnic of Hong Kong in 

1988. The Department of Business and Management introduced the Professional Diploma 

in International Business programme in that year
606

. It was a multidisciplinary programme 

in which students were required to elect to study business, culture and language of Japan or 

China
607

. The course in Japanese at that time was therefore provided as a part of the 

business programme. With that background, the situation resembled that of the Hong Kong 

Polytechnic. Although it was not a Japanese major programme, the practical combination 

with business drew students’ attention. It started with an enrolment of 69 students and 

became a popular programme too. The programme was soon approved to be upgraded to 

BA (Hons) in International Business Studies from the 1990/91 academic year
608

. This is 

proof that by the late 1980s studying Japanese was considered to have potential for further 

development in tertiary education. 

 With the growth of Japanese studies in the territory, a movement to foster the 

trend also occurred. In 1978, the Society of Japanese Language Education Hong Kong was 

founded with the objective of exchanging views and ideas among the educators of 
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Japanese in the region
609

. Apparently, the founding members were the University of Hong 

Kong, the Chinese University of Hong Kong, the Hong Kong Polytechnic and the Japanese 

language course at the Consulate-General of Japan in Hong Kong. An office was set up at 

the Japan Information & Cultural Centre of the Consulate-General of Japan
610

. With the 

establishment of the Society, structural collaboration and cooperation among the Japanese 

educators in Hong Kong became possible. To commemorate the establishment, a 

conference was held at the Chinese University of Hong Kong in 1979, which invited as a 

speaker, Yoshio Ogawa, the President of the Society for Teaching Japanese as a Foreign 

Language
611

. 

 The Society of Japanese Language Education Hong Kong started the publication 

of a journal Nihongo Kyooiku Nyuusu (The Japanese Language Education News) in 

1986
612

. A wide variety of articles, reports and essays were contributed by people from 

different backgrounds. A total of eight volumes and two special issues of Nihongo Kyooiku 

Nyuusu had been published by 1996 and contributed to the development and enhancement 

of Japanese language teaching in Hong Kong. Nihongo Kyooiku Nyuusu also took an 

important role as a useful resource on the pedagogy, issues, difficulties and problems of 

Japanese education for people in the sector. It also functioned, as it were, as the voice of 

Japanese educators when the demand for Japanese learning was showing rapid growth. 

 The activities of the Society of Japanese Language Education Hong Kong not only 

facilitated communication among the Japanese educators but also benefited the learners of 

Japanese to a great extent. One clear example is the introduction of an official Japanese 

language test in the territory. The Japan Foundation implemented the Japanese Language 

Proficiency Test in 1984 in order to evaluate and certify the Japanese language ability of 
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non-native speakers
613

. Its testing centres were set up worldwide, and Hong Kong was 

selected as one of them from the beginning. The Society of Japanese Language Education 

Hong Kong has co-administered the test in Hong Kong with the Japan Foundation and 

provided the Hong Kong learners of Japanese with convenient access to the test since then. 

At the first test held in 1984, Hong Kong had about 1,000 examinees, which was 

one-seventh of the total examinees worldwide (Table 7.2). 

 

 1984 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 

Examinees in HK 1,054 1,690 1,610 1,905 2,487 2,725 2,723 

Examinees worldwide 7,019 17,532 26,855 42,787 68,565 82,327 96,140 

Percentage of HK 

examinees 

15.0% 9.6% 6.0% 4.5% 3.6% 3.3% 2.8% 

Table 7.2: Number of examinees of Japanese Language Proficiency Test (Level 1-4) in Hong Kong and worldwide. (Data from 

Society of Japanese Language Education, Hong Kong: http://www.japanese-edu.org.hk accessed on 5 May 2011) 

 

As the number of testing centres increased worldwide and the test itself became more 

recognized, the total number of examinees rapidly rose. As a result, the proportion that 

Hong Kong occupied declined. However, the number of examinees in Hong Kong itself 

showed steady growth. Above all, being selected as one of the testing centres from the very 

beginning proves that Hong Kong’s Japanese studies had already grown significantly by 

the mid-1980s. 

Another Japanese-related event that has enhanced Japanese studies in the region is 

the annual Japanese Language Speech Contest. It was organized by the Japan Society of 

Hong Kong, which has much a longer history than the Society of Japanese Language 

Education Hong Kong. The Japan Society of Hong Kong was established in 1962, when as 

yet not many people were involved in Japanese studies. As stated in its website, it has the 

following objectives, among others: 
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‘to promote and further the mutual understanding between the people of Hong 

Kong and Japan; to encourage public interest in the cultural achievements of 

Japan in the arts, literature, philosophy, science, history, language institutions, 

industries, life and social and economic matters and to provide scholarships 

and prizes in furtherance thereof; to establish tuition classes, school and 

institutions for students to learn the Japanese language; and to organize 

speeches, exhibitions, assemblies and seminars for the promotion of the 

objectives of the Society’
614

.  

 

In line with these objectives, the first Japanese Language Speech Contest was held in 

August 1975
615

. The Contest has been organized annually since then. In March 1976, the 

representative from Hong Kong participated in the International Speech Contest in 

Japanese held in Tokyo
616

. Whether the representative was selected from the participants of 

the first Japanese Language Speech Contest is unknown, but it was recorded that the 

second Contest held in August 1977 attracted some 500 contestants
617

. It is obvious, 

whichever it was, that the Japanese Language Speech Contest had contributed to Japanese 

learning at that time. It also shows the extent of popularity of Japanese learning in Hong 

Kong at that time. 

   

 The above has discussed how the demand for Japanese studies emerged and 

developed during the 1960s-1980s in Hong Kong. Through such discussion, it is clear that 

the Period of Growth of Demand can be divided into two sub-periods: the 1960s as the first 
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sub-period and the 1970s-1980s as the second. Their characteristics are analysed below. 

The 1960s can be characterized by the emergence of Japanese studies. In various 

sectors, Japanese language education commenced. It was during this period that private 

Japanese language schools started to open. The Japanese language course under the Japan 

Information & Cultural Centre of the Consulate-General of Japan in Hong Kong also 

began. Japanese courses started to be offered at the community services sector and at the 

extra-mural departments of universities too. The 1960s thus saw the gradual appearance of 

Japanese courses at various levels and institutions. This foundation was needless to say an 

important step towards the further growth of Japanese studies in the following two decades. 

The commencement of these courses indicated the potential of Japanese studies, and led to 

the rapid growth from the 1970s. 

The 1970s and 1980s can be characterized by the growth of Japanese studies. 

Japanese courses which had already been offered since the 1960s had shown rapid 

expansion since the 1970s. Especially from the mid-1970s, the number of learners at those 

Japanese courses dramatically increased. With the development in this period, the level and 

nature of courses were expanded. Japanese language education became recognized as an 

important element in Hong Kong’s education, reflected in the upgrading of 

Japanese-offering sections at universities, for example. In this period, not only did existing 

courses expand, there were new developments too. The first Japanese-major programme at 

tertiary level was implemented, and the first independent department to offer Japanese 

studies was established in this period. While Japanese studies showed positive growth, 

more opportunities were provided to enhance learning. The Japanese Language Speech 

Contest began under such circumstances. Furthermore, the Japanese Language Proficiency 

Test began to be held in 1984, making Hong Kong one of the worldwide testing centres. 

All these proved the recognition of Japanese studies in the region.  

 However, during this period, Japanese studies were basically equivalent to just 
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Japanese language education. At the University of Hong Kong, there was only one Japan 

specialist (as opposed to Japanese language teaching experts) in the 1960s, and even in the 

late 1980s there were only three
618

. Compared with the increase in the number of learners 

of Japanese, it is obvious that Japan-related courses were not prominent during the period. 

Other post-secondary institutions such as the Hong Kong Polytechnic or City Polytechnic 

of Hong Kong mainly focused on providing practical knowledge and skills rather than 

academic studies. In short, there were Japanese language courses but not many other Japan 

studies courses. There seems not to have been much demand for Japan-related courses. 

 Another distinctive feature of Hong Kong’s Japanese education at that time was 

that the vast majority of learners were adults. Earlier data are not available, but surveys 

conducted by the Japan Foundation in 1990 and 1993 revealed that no learners in Hong 

Kong were from primary and secondary education. In the case of the 1990 survey, for 

example, among the total number of 11,865 learners in Hong Kong, 10,739 were adult 

learners and 1,126 studied at the tertiary institutions
619

. Hong Kong was unique in this 

sense because other regions/countries that had a large number of Japanese learners showed 

a striking difference. In countries like South Korea, Australia, New Zealand or Indonesia, 

learners of Japanese were mostly in the primary and secondary education category
620

. This 

is a noteworthy point. As described above, there was only one secondary school that had 

introduced a Japanese class, which was a very exceptional case. Apart from this exception, 

other Japanese teaching in Hong Kong was carried out as an interest class, extra-mural 

education for adults or during tertiary education.  

 In the following chapter, the factors that contributed to the gradual emergence of 

Japanese studies in Hong Kong in the 1960s and their rapid development since the 1970s 

will be analyzed.  
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Chapter 8 Growth of Japanese Presence and Pragmatic Motivations 

 

 This chapter will analyse the factors that contributed to the growth of the demand 

for Japanese studies from the 1960s to the 1980s. First, how and to what extent Japan 

existed in Hong Kong society will be investigated. There will be a close look at the growth 

of the Japanese community in Hong Kong, the penetration of Japanese goods, culture and 

customs into the life of Hong Kong people, and the easier accessibility between Hong 

Kong and Japan. Second, the economic development experienced by the two regions will 

be discussed. The expansion of trade between Hong Kong and Japan as well as the 

advancement of Japanese firms into Hong Kong will be examined to determine what 

influence this had on the growth of Japanese studies. Finally, there will be the analysis of 

how the Hong Kong mentality affected the development of Japanese studies in this period.   

 

 With the end of the World War II, the number of Japanese residents in Hong Kong 

drastically decreased. At that time when the Consulate-General of Japan reopened in 

1952
621

, there were only a small number of Japanese in Hong Kong and they were mostly 

on short-stay visas or married with Chinese
622

. Two years later, in October 1954, Hong 

Kong recommenced issuing visas to Japanese citizens
623

 Before this, except those 

Japanese married to Chinese or other non-Japanese Hong Kong residents, only those who 

worked at the Consulate-General of Japan were allowed to a long-stay in Hong Kong. 

These facts tend to show the absence of a significant Japanese community in Hong Kong 

for at least seven to ten years after the World War II. In addition, at first, a six-month 

renewable visa was issued only to the workers of Japanese banks, trading corporations, 

shipping companies, airlines, or insurance companies which were officially registered in 
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Hong Kong
624

. Still, the recommencement of the visa issuance was welcomed especially 

by Japanese companies that had long waited to restart their businesses in Hong Kong. In 

1955 alone, for example, large trading corporations including Itochu, Mitsubishi, Marubeni 

and Sumitomo opened their offices
625

. With these companies’ establishment and the change 

in visa policy, the number of Japanese residents gradually increased. In 1955, there were 

141 Japanese living in Hong Kong
626

.   

In the same year as these large Japanese corporations were established, so was the 

Hong Kong Japanese Club
627

. At the time of its foundation in 1955, the Club had 16 

corporate members and 90 individual members
628

. The change in the number of members 

(as shown in Table 8.1) provides a rough picture of the Japanese community in Hong Kong 

from the mid-1950s to the late 1990s.  

 

 1955 1958 1961 1964 1967 1970 1973 1976 1979 1982 1985 1988 

Corporate 16 37 46 57 - - - 137 207 309 308 386 

Individual 90 167 274 423 609 661 957 1,201 1,734 2,318 2,186 2,598 

Table 8.1: Number of corporate members and individual members of the Hong Kong Japanese Club. (Data from Honkon 

Nihonjin Kurabu (2006) p.71) 

 

There is no available data on the number of corporate members from the mid-1960s to the 

mid-1970s. However, there were 137 of them in 1976 while there were only 57 in 1964 

(see Table 8.1). In addition, there was a continual increase in the number of individual 

members in that period. It can be safely inferred that there was also a continual growth in 

the number of corporate members during the period. It is clear that after the 

recommencement of visa issuance for the Japanese, the Japanese community in Hong 

Kong demonstrated stable growth. The slowdown in the mid-1980s might have been partly 
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caused by the uncertainty of Hong Kong’s future after the Sino-British Joint Declaration in 

1984. Yet, backed up by the well-performing economy, it started to increase again before 

long.  

The Hong Kong Japanese Club aims to promote friendship and mutual assistance 

among members, to improve the welfare of the members, and to extend services and 

friendship to the Hong Kong community
629

. At the very beginning, the Club functioned 

both as a club for the Japanese and a Chamber of Commerce, and even had an educational 

and commercial section
630

. It was recorded that the educational section started 

supplementary lessons for Japanese children from around 1962
631

. This became the first 

step towards the foundation of the Hong Kong Japanese School, which was achieved three 

years later
632

. Even though it started on a small scale, the establishment of the Hong Kong 

Japanese Club was evidence that there was a Japanese community and there was a 

foundation for its growth. 

 The population census conducted in 1961 did not specify ethnicity or nationality 

of each resident, and simply divided the residents into Chinese or non-Chinese 

categories
633

. It is therefore not possible to know the exact number of Japanese residents at 

that time. In the government’s annual report, however, the non-Chinese residents were 

given some major nationality groupings. As the number was based on the data from the 

Aliens’ Registration Office, which excluded children under 16 years old, it would not 

reflect the full picture. Yet, the data can shed some light on the trend of development. 

Figure 8.1 below shows the number of Japanese residents who had registered at the Alien’s 

Registration Office and were over 16 years old. Although the number fluctuated, the 

increase during the 1960s is noteworthy. Until 1962, the number of Japanese residents was 
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very small. Indeed, the proportion of Japanese in the total population was only about 

0.012-0.019 per cent. Then the mid-1960s saw a sudden increase in numbers of Japanese. 

From the 1962 level, it doubled in two years and trebled in four. Then, it continuously 

declined until the early 1970s, when it showed a quick recovery, albeit with another fall 

around the mid-1970s.  

 

 

Figure 8.1: Number of Japanese residents of over 16 years old in Hong Kong in the 1960s and 1970s. (Data from Hong Kong 

Annual Reports) *The figure of 1980 is the estimated number of Japanese residents of all age groups. 

 

 Another set of data (which was from the Consulate-General of Japan in Hong 

Kong), on the other hand, shows a slightly different picture. These data (as shown in 

Figure 8.2) are based on the number of Japanese nationals who had informed the Japanese 

Consulate-General of their residence in Hong Kong. Therefore, these figures again do not 

represent the actual numbers. However, they do not show such a fluctuation as observed in 

Figure 8.1. 
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Figure 8.2: Number of Japanese residents in Hong Kong. (Data from the Consulate-General of Japan in Hong Kong in the Hong 

Kong Japanese Chamber of Commerce and Industry (1989) p.44) 

 

The figures until 1972 are smaller than those in Figure 8.1, but from 1974 onwards they 

exceed the Figure 8.1 figures. However, from both sets of data, it is certain that there were 

about 7,000 Japanese residents in 1980 and there was a substantial increase between 1970 

and 1980.  

 As was mentioned earlier, these figures do not represent the full picture. The lack 

of accuracy in these must be taken into account. Nonetheless, the substantial rise in the 

number of Japanese residents between 1970 and 1980 should have somehow affected Hong 

Kong people’s recognition of Japanese presence in the region. Also, the Hong Kong 

Japanese School was established in the mid-1960s. The number of children who studied 

there also showed a steady increase
634

. Since the number of children is not reflected in the 

Figure 8.1 data, the impact of the Japanese presence is likely to have been greater than 

these figures suggest.   

 However, the 1980 figure in Figure 8.1 may, at first glance, be considered 

suspicious. There was a sudden and dramatic increase between 1978 and 1980. In addition, 

the 1980 figure was not based on the number of Alien’s Registrations but was the estimated 

number of total Japanese residents. However, the census conducted in 1981 proved that the 

                                                   
634 Hong Kong Japanese School website: http:// www.hkjs.edu.hk/index3.html accessed on 

15 May 2011 

http://www.hkjs.edu.hk/index3.html


186 

 

estimation was quite close to the reality. From 1981, the population census specified the 

race or nationality of each resident. At the time of census in 1981, there were 6,740 

Japanese residing in Hong Kong out of a total population of 4,986,560, representing 0.135 

per cent which was almost the same as the estimate for 1980
635

. Judging from this, the 

actual figures of Japanese residents in the 1960s and 1970s might be much larger than 

those in Figure 8.1 above. 

 The Hong Kong Japanese School Primary Section was established in 1965
636

 in 

order to provide a Japanese-style education for children residing in Hong Kong. Although 

it was not limited to Japanese nationals, the curriculum followed the guidelines set by the 

Ministry of Education of Japan, using Japanese textbooks and taught by Japanese teachers 

sent from Japan. It was not easy to open the Japanese school because of Hong Kong’s 

complicated political situation and the historical background of the Japanese occupation, 

which was still not very long ago at that time. It was finally approved however as a private 

school with the support of the Hong Kong government and some Chinese 

representatives
637

. The Hong Kong Japanese School was the fifth overseas Japanese school 

in the world and the first Japanese school officially approved by the local educational 

law
638

. Therefore the school was also open to the local community, unlike other Japanese 

schools in other regions, although in reality most students were Japanese children because 

of the school curriculum. It also proves that Hong Kong expected to have a growing 

number of Japanese residents and it was considered necessary to offer them Japanese-style 

education. The School’s Secondary Section followed in 1967
639

. The Primary Section 

started with 70 students, while the Secondary Section had only ten
640

. Then the numbers 
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started to increase continuously and increased nearly ten times in the first ten years (Figure 

8.3). 

 

 

Figure 8.3: Number of students at Hong Kong Japanese School Primary Section and Secondary Section. (Data from Hong Kong 

Japanese School website: http:// www.hkjs.edu.hk/index3.html accessed on 15 May 2011) 

 

It is clear from the data that there was a rapid increase in the 1970s. In order to 

respond to the situation, a new school building was built in 1974, followed by a further 

extension in 1979
641

. In 1982, the Secondary Section erected its own new building and 

became independent
642

. Thus Hong Kong Japanese School experienced steady growth. 

This also implies that the total number of Japanese residents in Hong Kong similarly 

showed rapid growth. Consequently the Japanese community in Hong Kong must have 

been more visible during the 1970s. 

The presence of Japanese in Hong Kong people’s life also became more 

prominent in other ways during this period. One of the earliest milestones for it was the 

establishment of the Hong Kong office of the Japan External Trade Recovery Organization 
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(currently the Japan External Trade Organization/JETRO) in October 1957
643

. Its primary 

purpose at that time was, as the name suggests, the resumption of private trade with 

overseas
644

. The establishment of the Hong Kong office therefore helped Japanese goods 

enter the Hong Kong market more easily. Together with the recommencement of visas 

being issued to the Japanese in 1954, this contributed to laying the foundation of Japanese 

penetration into the daily lives of Hong Kong people. 

 Japanese household electrical appliances began to be imported from Japan to 

Hong Kong in the 1960s. During the post-War period until the 1950s, most of them in 

Hong Kong were imported from the West
645

. Then, in the 1960s, Japanese makers came to 

the Hong Kong market by establishing their dealer shops or offices in the territory
646

. At 

first, the major household electrical appliances imported in Hong Kong were small 

appliances such as transistorized radios, electric fans or electric rice cookers, but in the 

1970s, those included colour televisions and video recorders
647

. It was 1972 when the first 

colour televisions were imported from Japan, after which various makers rushed to the 

Hong Kong market
648

. By that time, Hong Kong had become one of the largest markets for 

Japan. It can be easily imagined that more Japanese products were seen and used in Hong 

Kong by the mid-1970s. 

 Japanese retailers also expanded their business to Hong Kong. In Hong Kong 

during the 1960s, there were only a few large retailers such as Hong Kong-based Wing On, 

Sincere, Lane Crawford, or Japan-based Daimaru
649

, while others were small or medium 

sized retailers like local wet markets. Daimaru was the only Japanese department store in 
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Hong Kong in the 1960s. It was established in November 1960
650

. It did not have any 

Japanese competitors for over a decade. In other words, Hong Kong in the 1960s was not 

yet ready for the advance of Japanese retailers. Yet, the opening of Daimaru drew attention 

from local people, and it was reported that 100,000 people went to see the store on the day 

after its opening
651

. The popularity of Daimaru is evidenced by the fact that the public light 

bus service used “Daimaru” as one of the destinations of its Causeway Bay route, although 

it did not stop in front of the store. The name is still used even after Daimaru ceased their 

Hong Kong operation in 1998
652

. 

 The 1970s was the period when a new form of retailers was introduced in Hong 

Kong. Supermarket chains like ParknShop and Wellcome rapidly developed their business 

by opening a number of shops all over Hong Kong. Japanese department stores also made 

an impact on Hong Kong’s retail business. Since 1960, Daimaru had kept its status as the 

only Japanese department store, but in 1973, Isetan opened their first store in Tsim Sha 

Tsui area, which was followed by Matsuzakaya’s opening a store in Causeway Bay in 

1975
653

. Tsim Sha Tsui and Causeway Bay were the major shopping districts in Kowloon 

and the Hong Kong Island respectively. Together with Daimaru which was in Causeway 

Bay, these Japanese department stores came to be recognized in Hong Kong society. 

Japanese department stores brought not only Japanese goods but also the Japanese 

management system. The Japanese style of management which ascribed great importance 

to customer services also affected Hong Kong-based retailers
654

. The Japanese stores also 

introduced the system of selling goods by fixed price
655

. These new concepts that the 

Japanese department stores brought gradually spread in Hong Kong
656

. There was further 
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advancement of Japanese department stores and general merchandise stores in the 1980s.  

These large Japanese retailers’ style of management was well accepted by the 

Hong Kong community
657

. The success of the three department stores by the 1970s 

attracted more retail business from Japan. Mitsukoshi opened its first store in Causeway 

Bay in 1981, followed by a second store in Tsim Sha Tsui in 1988, while Tokyu in Tsim 

Shat Tsui and Sogo in Causeway Bay also started their businesses in 1982 and 1985 

respectively
658

. Meanwhile, Matsuzakaya expanded their business and opened its second 

store in Admiralty (a business district on Hong Kong Island) in 1981, Daimaru also opened 

its second store in Causeway Bay in 1983, and Isetan its second in Aberdeen on Hong 

Kong Island in 1987
659

. By the end of the 1980s, the total sales of Japanese department 

stores accounted for 20 per cent of the total sales of Hong Kong’s department stores
660

. 

It was not only department stores that entered the Hong Kong market. Japanese 

general merchandise stores also contributed to the development of Hong Kong’s retail 

business. Yaohan established its first store in 1984
661

. The timing of the advancement to 

Hong Kong was almost the same as other department stores mentioned above, but Yaohan 

had something unique in its strategy. As was described above, Japanese department stores 

placed their business base in the heart of Hong Kong’s shopping districts, Tsim Sha Tsui 

and Causeway Bay. The locations gave those department stores an atmosphere of tradition 

and exclusivity which attracted wealthy customers
662

. It is obvious that they could make 

full use of their geographical advantage in opening their stores in these busy streets.  

However, Yaohan used a completely different approach and opened its first store 

in Shatin, which was one of the so-called new towns still being developed in the New 
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Territories
663

. The process of Yaohan’s establishment in Shatin is noteworthy. At the 

beginning of the 1980s, Sino-British negotiations over the future of Hong Kong started, 

and brought a sharp downturn in Hong Kong’s economic growth
664

. Because of the 

political uncertainties, one of Hong Kong’s famous property developers, Sun Hung Kai, 

could not find a large-scale retailer to operate an anchor store at a shopping centre in 

Shatin which was about to complete. Their attention shifted to Japanese retailers, but large 

ones were unwilling to invest there. Finally the project was brought to Yaohan, and after a 

long negotiation, Yaohan obtained a 10-year lease from Sun Hung Kai at a very favourable 

rate to operate their store in Hong Kong
665

. Shatin at that time had a far smaller population 

than districts in Kowloon and Hong Kong Island, and its population was mainly composed 

of young families. Even in Japan, Yaohan was categorized as a regional supermarket since 

they did not run stores in Tokyo, Osaka or Nagoya, and only had a tiny share of the 

Japanese retail business
666

. Similarly in Hong Kong, Yaohan operated their stores, 

including later established ones, in new towns unchallenged by any other major retailing 

presence
667

.   

Yet, aiming at a different group of consumers, Yaohan paved its way to success. 

While department stores such as Matsuzakaya, Mitsukoshi or Sogo put the primary focus 

on luxurious brand products for Hong Kong’s fast growing wealthy class and foreign 

visitors, Yaohan mainly sold food, clothes and daily necessities for Hong Kong’s middle 

class
668

. By avoiding direct competition with large department stores, but probably at the 

same time taking the advantage of enjoying their previous success (in setting a good 

reputation and image of Japanese retailers), Yaohan was easily and quickly accepted by the 

target community. Therefore it did not take long before they expanded their business. In 
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1987, a Tuen Mun store opened in the north of the New Territories, and in 1988 a Hung 

Hom store followed
669

. 

Yaohan’s success was partly owed to the development of new large residential 

buildings. It became common for the private real estate sector to build mega-scale 

shopping arcades attached to residential buildings
670

. Having seen the success of Yaohan, 

many developers approached Japanese general merchandise stores to invite them to 

become tenants. In this movement, Uny opened its first store in Taikoo Shing in 1987 and 

Jusco in Cornhill soon followed in the same year
671

. Both Taikoo Shing and Cornhill are in 

the north-east of the Hong Kong Island. This style of retail business was widely welcomed 

in Hong Kong and affected the management of local supermarkets in future
672

.   

Yaohan’s success was also brought by luck. As was mentioned above, when 

Yaohan started negotiating with Sun Hung Kai, Hong Kong was experiencing political 

uncertainty about the future. Yaohan in a sense took a risk and decided to open their store 

in Hong Kong. As a matter of fact, however, just ten days after the opening of its Shatin 

store, the Sino-British Joint Declaration was signed in Beijing, which promised that Hong 

Kong’s capitalist economic system and lifestyle would remain unchanged for 50 years after 

1 July 1997
673

. This initially relieved people’s anxiety, they regained their confidence and 

the economy restarted its growth. Against this backdrop, Yaohan successfully entered the 

Hong Kong market and developed quickly. 

With the rapid and large scale expansion of Japanese department stores and 

general merchandise stores, Japanese products became more common in Hong Kong 

people’s daily lives. What made it possible was the improvement in the general income of 

Hong Kong people
674

. In fact, until the mid-1970s, Hong Kong’s economy was unstable. 
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The 1967 riot that started from a dispute at an artificial flower factory quickly spread all 

over Hong Kong and damaged the daily life of the great majority of local people
675

. 

Although the Hong Kong economy showed a gradual recovery from 1969, the 1973 oil 

crisis again caused devastation
676

. Then, since 1975, the economy of Hong Kong had 

grown dramatically, which greatly improved people’s daily lives
677

. The economic growth 

of Hong Kong itself contributed to creating the fundamental environment for the 

advancement of Japanese department stores and general merchandise stores is obvious. 

The introduction of Japanese general merchandise stores also gradually 

familiarized Hong Kong people with Japanese food culture. The first Japanese restaurant in 

post-war Hong Kong, Tokyo Restaurant, opened in 1959 and was located on the top floor 

of the Imperial Hotel in Tsim Sha Tsui
678

. It was followed in 1960 by Nagoya Restaurant in 

the basement of the President Hotel (also in Tsim Sha Tsui), and another one run by 

Shin-Osaka Hotel in Daimaru which opened in Causeway Bay
679

. Kanetanaka in Tsim Sha 

Tsui followed in 1964
680

. Although the number was still very limited, those restaurants 

imported Japanese style ranging from the internal decoration and furniture to the 

ingredients and seasoning
681

. As ingredients and seasoning were imported from Japan, the 

price of food served in these Japanese restaurants was very high. At that time, when the 

average monthly income of Hong Kong people was around 200 dollars, sukiyaki (Japanese 

hot pot) cost 30 dollars
682

. But, the taste and atmosphere were exactly the same as the ones 

in Japan. In the early days of the introduction of Japanese restaurants in Hong Kong, their 

primary target customers were the Japanese nationals residing in Hong Kong or Japanese 
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tourists visiting Hong Kong
683

. Even though the number of Japanese residents at that time 

was still small, as most of them were high-ranking expatriates of Japanese companies and 

their families, their consumption ability was high enough to enjoy the expensive food.   

In the 1960s, there were only the four Japanese restaurants listed above, which is 

natural when the number of Japanese residents at that time is taken into consideration. 

Then, in the 1970s, more Japanese began to come to Hong Kong as its economy grew. The 

number of Japanese restaurants simultaneously increased in that decade. During the first 

half of the 1970s, several restaurants, such as Yamato, Okahan, Saito, Maguro-ya, Otafuku, 

Yagyuu and Ozeki, opened
684

. 

In the 1980s, with the further economic growth of Hong Kong and attracted by the 

success of Japanese restaurants in the 1970s, the Hong Kong Chinese joined the business. 

A typical example of a Hong Kong-owned Japanese restaurant was Suisha-ya, that opened 

in the Causeway Bay area
685

. These local Japanese restaurants were supported by a 

burgeoning middle class of Hong Kong people. Japanese food began to spread in the Hong 

Kong community. On the other hand, Japanese-owned Japanese restaurants did not show 

such rapid growth during the 1980s as local Japanese restaurants did. Although the 

business was going well, there were not so many new-comers in the Hong Kong market. 

The core of the Japanese restaurant sector was formed by Kanetanaka, Nadaman, Osaka 

(previously Yamato), and Sagano or Unkai, which were expensive restaurants targeting 

Japanese expatriates and the local wealthy class
686

.  

Thus, the foundation of Japanese restaurant sector was formed in the 1970s by 

Japanese-owned Japanese restaurants which introduced an authentic style of Japanese food 

to Hong Kong. It was then expanded especially by the local Chinese who had seen the 

business opportunity in the sector. The Japanese food business grew this way along with 
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the booming Hong Kong economy. 

The growth of the Japanese community in Hong Kong, the advancement of the 

Japanese retail business and the introduction of Japanese food culture during the 1970s and 

the 1980s all contributed to clear recognition of Japanese presence in Hong Kong. In other 

words, Hong Kong people became more familiar with the Japanese, their society and 

culture during this period. At the same time, another significant wave from Japan was 

starting to arrive in Hong Kong. It was during this period that Japanese popular culture 

began to be introduced to Hong Kong society.  

The first free-to-air television broadcasting was introduced in November 1967 by 

Hong Kong Television Broadcasts (TVB)
687

. Prior to their broadcasting service, there was 

a television service operated by Rediffusion (Hong Kong) Ltd. (RTV), which was a 

subscription cable television. Each of these stations broadcast an English channel and a 

Chinese channel, which made altogether four channels operating in Hong Kong
688

. 

However, in the 1960s, television viewing was not a common activity for most Hong Kong 

people. In 1968, when the estimated total population was about 3.9 million, the potential 

viewing audience was estimated at 735,000
689

. It was equivalent to 12.3 per cent of TVs in 

home penetration against the total domestic households
690

. Then, television ownership in 

Hong Kong increased at an incredibly fast pace. By the mid-1970s, nearly 90 per cent of 

households possessed one or more television sets (Figure 8.4). 
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Figure 8.4: Estimated number of domestic households and those with TV set. (Data from the Fourth Report of the Television 

Advisory Board on the Progress of Television in Hong Kong) 

 

With the expiry of the exclusive wired television licence for Rediffusion (Hong 

Kong) Ltd. in 1973, a new wireless television licence for one Chinese channel and one 

English channel was issued to Rediffusion Television Ltd., and another for a Chinese 

channel to Commercial Television Ltd
691

. Accordingly, five free-to-air channels became 

available by the end of 1975, which indicated the growth of television broadcasting. 

Although television viewing became much more common during the 1970s, the 

TV stations relied on foreign programmes for a considerable amount of television 

programmes. Imported programmes for English channels were principally from America, 

Britain and Australia
692

. On the other hand, a number of Japanese programmes were 

broadcast on the Chinese channels. There was a heavy reliance by the stations on Japan as 

a source of programmes which appealed to the young
693

. As television viewing had become 

common by the mid-1970s, it can be deduced that a number of Japanese programmes had 

been viewed by Hong Kong people by then. 

A variety of Japanese programmes, including cartoons, soap operas and situational 
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comedies, were dubbed into the local Cantonese dialect for broadcast. Among them, 

particularly, cartoon series were welcomed by the Television Advisory Board for their 

addition to the schedules
694

. On the other hand, however, some Japanese programmes were 

considered, in the early days, to contain a considerable amount of explicit violence and the 

glorification of ruthless aggressiveness
695

. Yet, those programmes containing an 

undesirable amount of violence had gradually been reduced both by the voluntary action of 

the TV stations in either limiting or replacing those programmes and by the executive 

action of the Television Authority in curtailing some new series of a similar type
696

. 

Through this process, more Japanese programmes of high entertainment quality 

entertaining were broadcast to Hong Kong viewers. 

The reliance on foreign programmes was even more prominent in the 1980s. For 

example, from January 1980 to June 1981, altogether 2,360 films and 3,442 films were 

approved for exhibition for RTV and TVB respectively
697

. Among them, 683 films for 

RTV and 1,108 films for TVB originated from Japan
698

. In other words, 29 per cent of 

films broadcast on RTV and 32 per cent for those on TVB were from Japan
699

. It was the 

second heaviest reliance next to films which originated from the U.S.A
700

. As the Hong 

Kong-made films for both Cantonese and Mandarin programmes were only 2.5 per cent for 

RTV and 0.3 per cent for TVB at that time
701

, how far Hong Kong television stations relied 

on foreign programmes is very obvious. In fact, apart from U.S.A. and Japan, programme 

material commonly came from U.K., Canada, Australia and mainland China
702

. Apparently, 
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these programmes were directly broadcast on the English or Chinese channels without the 

need of translation (although those in Mandarin were commonly dubbed into Cantonese). 

It is therefore an interesting fact that Japanese programmes, which had to be translated into 

Chinese, were selected with such high frequency. 

In 1982, even after Rediffusion Television Limited changed its name to Asian 

Television Limited (ATV), the same situation continued. Japanese programmes occupied a 

large portion of the Chinese channels. According to the analysis of television programmes 

based on the total viewing time during the week from 3 June 1984 to 9 June 1984, 8.2 per 

cent and 7.3 per cent of the total viewing time of ATV Chinese channel and TVB Jade 

(Chinese) channel respectively were Japanese-origin programmes
703

. In terms of the total 

viewing time, Hong Kong-made programmes accounted for over 70 per cent for the 

Chinese channels of both stations
704

. As American programmes took 13 per cent of ATV 

and 10 per cent of TVB Chinese channels, it is clear that the Japanese share was not 

small
705

. 

The number of Japanese films approved for exhibition by the panel of film 

censors continued to take a high percentage of the total films. During the period January 

1983 to June 1984, 2,647 films and 5,313 films were approved for exhibition for ATV and 

TVB respectively
706

. Of these films, 911 for ATV and 1,308 for TVB were from Japan
707

. 

This is about 34 per cent for ATV and 25 per cent for TVB. These are significant 

proportions. 

There was a significant movement in the mid-1980s in relation to television 

programmes. In Hong Kong, all broadcasts had been in Chinese (including Mandarin) and 

English. However, demand for programmes in other languages emerged. 
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We are aware of the interests of minority groups and of their desire to view 

special programmes in Hong Kong. Accordingly, approval was given to 

enable the licensees to designate fringe time slots for the broadcast of 

programmes in languages other than English and Chinese. Japanese language 

programmes are now screened on both stations
708

. 

 

This special reference to Japanese language programmes in the Television Advisory 

Board’s report was interesting because Japanese was not the only minority group in Hong 

Kong. There should be others who wished to watch non-English and non-Chinese 

programmes. Yet, this is evidence that there was demand for Japanese programmes and 

they become one of the first foreign language programmes aired. 

As television viewing became the major leisure activity for the majority of Hong 

Kong population by the mid-1970s, when the possession of television sets rose to 90 per 

cent of the total population, the role that the Japanese-made programmes played was 

significant. Even if the contents were translated into Chinese, Hong Kong viewers had 

plenty of opportunities to see Japanese life style, society, customs, culture and the like. 

Some aspects of Japanese popular culture were brought to Hong Kong through the 

development of television. 

As was mentioned above, programmes for children heavily relied on Japanese 

productions. Naturally, Hong Kong children were easily influenced by the Japanese 

cartoons and other programmes. This generation therefore would have a different mentality 

towards Japan from their parents’ generation. Through watching Japanese television 

programmes from childhood, they may have gained a feeling of closeness to or familiarity 

with Japan and its culture. This could have exerted a positive influence on the later 
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expansion of Japanese studies. 

Not only did the heavy reliance on Japanese TV programmes provide Hong Kong 

people with opportunities to know more about Japanese daily life and customs, it raised the 

value of Japanese-speaking personnel. These programmes needed people well versed in the 

language to translate the scripts into Chinese or English. Those who started to have an 

interest in Japanese through watching Japanese TV programmes realized that they could 

make use of knowledge of the language as their career. This potential application was 

significant. The practicability had important meaning for the development of Japanese 

studies. 

Japanese popular songs also came to be known to Hong Kong people. At first, this 

happened through the theme songs of Japanese TV dramas in the 1970s, which were 

covered by Chinese singers in Cantonese
709

. Although both the dramas and songs were 

re-produced in Cantonese, this phenomenon laid the foundations of the growing popularity 

of Japanese popular songs in the 1980s. Hong Kong people started listening to both the 

cover versions and original Japanese songs in the 1980s. In particular, the presence of 

Japanese original songs became more prominent in the mid-1980s, some through radio 

programmes featuring only Japanese popular songs in their original forms
710

. The period 

corresponds to the time when foreign language programmes other than in English started to 

be broadcast on Hong Kong TV stations. It could be considered that by that time Hong 

Kong was ready to accept raw material from foreign cultures. 

With the growing popularity of original Japanese songs, more Japanese singers 

came to be widely known to Hong Kong people too. This affected the production of cover 

versions of Japanese songs. In the early days, these were recorded out of necessity, as in 

the case of theme songs of Japanese TV dramas. Therefore, the original Japanese versions 

were not generally known or of much interest to Hong Kong people. However, gradually 
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the situation changed. As more Japanese singers became popular with Hong Kong people, 

some songs were covered by Hong Kong singers because of the original songs’ popularity. 

In this case, the original version came into the Hong Kong market and became popular first 

before the cover versions were produced. Therefore, cases like one Japanese song being 

covered by four different Hong Kong singers occurred
711

. 

Another important factor during the Period of Growth of Demand was the fact that 

accessibility between Hong Kong and Japan had dramatically improved. In other words, 

the “distance” between the two regions became much closer than before. This was largely 

owing to the development of transportation and the economic growth of both regions. It 

became possible to enjoy more frequent and convenient travel between the two places.  

The number of Japanese tourists coming to Hong Kong increased during this 

period. In 1964, travelling to foreign countries for Japanese people was liberalized, and 

two years later in 1966, the restriction on the frequency of overseas travel was abolished
712

. 

In addition, with the economic development of Japan, the limit on foreign currency that 

each person could take out of Japan was increased from US$500 in 1966 to US$700 in 

1969, US$1,000 in 1970 and US$3,000 in 1971
713

. This background caused a boom in 

overseas travel among Japanese and Hong Kong became one of the popular destinations 

for Japanese. In 1964, the year that overseas travel for the Japanese was liberalized, 47,251 

Japanese people visited Hong Kong, which doubled to 96,387 in four years
714

.   

The establishment of an office of the Hong Kong Tourist Association in Tokyo at 

first in the office of Cathay Pacific Airways in 1964
715

 also contributed to the increase in 

Japanese tourists. The objectives of the Association were to endeavour to increase the 

number of visitors to Hong Kong, to further the development of Hong Kong as a tourist 
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destination, to promote the improvement of facilities for visitors, to secure overseas 

publicity for the tourist attractions of Hong Kong, to co-ordinate the activities of persons 

providing services for visitors to Hong Kong, and to make recommendations to and advise 

the Governor in relation to any measures which may be taken to further any of the foreign 

matters
716

. Along with these objectives, the Association set up an individual office in 

Tokyo in 1966 and expanded promotional activities
717

.   

As Figure 8.5 below shows, the number of Japanese tourists visiting Hong Kong 

continuously increased in the 20 years between 1968 and 1988. The increase in the number 

of Japanese visitors is prominent at the beginning of the 1970s and the mid-1980s. The 

number of Japanese tourists increased from less than 100,000 persons in 1968 to exceed 

one million persons 20 years afterwards. More importantly, throughout the period, the 

Japanese tourists accounted for about 20-30 per cent of the total tourists who visited Hong 

Kong. Among the different countries, Japan had been sending the largest number of 

visitors to Hong Kong, except in 1985, when visitors from the U.S.A. slightly exceeded 

those from Japan
718

. Even from Japan’s perspective, from 1968 to 1973, over 20 per cent of 

people who went overseas headed for Hong Kong
719

. Although the increase slowed down 

in the mid-1970s, possibly because of the 1973 oil crisis and unfavourable exchange rate of 

Japanese currency against the Hong Kong dollar, the figures showed a steady increase.  

 

                                                   
716 Hong Kong Tourist Association Ordinance (Chapter 302) in 1957 
717 Barrow (1989) p.83 
718 Hong Kong Monthly Digest of Statistics, January 1987 
719 Kimura (1989) p.271 



203 

 

 

Figure 8.5: Number of Japanese visitors, total number of foreign visitors to Hong Kong and percentage of Japanese tourists. 

(Data from Kimura (1989) p.273) 

 

The increase in numbers of Japanese tourists in fact drew people’s attention and 

heightened the demand for Japanese studies. A good example that reflected the situation 

was seen regarding the Japanese course at the Hong Kong Polytechnic. As was described 

in Chapter 7, the Hong Kong Polytechnic implemented a full-time diploma course in 

Japanese in 1977. Among the first student cohort were officers from the Royal Hong Kong 

Police (as shown in the quotation from the Royal Hong Kong Police Review below). Also, 

at the Police Education and Language Section, language training and further education 

were provided for members of the Police Force on an intensive full-time and day release 

basis
720

. The language training naturally meant English language training for Chinese 

officers as well as Cantonese teaching for overseas officers. For this training, however, 

Japanese was also adopted as a foreign language
721

. The quotation below shows the 

connection between the rise in the number of Japanese tourists and the demand for 

Japanese language education in the police force. 
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During 1979 five junior Police officers successfully completed a full-time 

two-year diploma course in the Japanese language at the Hong Kong 

Polytechnic. Ten officers commenced a similar course in October and it is 

hoped that the Polytechnic will be able to arrange an annual intake at this 

level so as to facilitate contacts between the Force and the many thousands of 

Japanese tourists who visit Hong Kong each year (emphasis added)
722

. 

 

It is noteworthy that the Hong Kong Polytechnic actually set an annual intake for the 

Police from the 1980 cohort upon their request so that some officers could secure their 

seats in the course
723

. This proves how seriously the Police considered the increase in 

numbers of Japanese tourists. Although the number of learners in this category was very 

small and they were not studying Japanese out of interest, this clearly indicates that the 

presence of Japanese was getting more recognized, which raised the importance of 

Japanese studies. 

Then a second wave of Japanese visitors to Hong Kong was observed from the 

mid-1980s owing to the stronger Japanese yen exchange rate and the stabilisation of Hong 

Kong’s inflation rate during this period
724

. At the same time in Japan, the Ministry of 

Transport carried out a campaign called “ten million programme”, with which it aimed at 

doubling the number of tourists visiting overseas in five years from 1987
725

. This 

accelerated the overseas travel boom, and consequently the number of visitors to Hong 

Kong showed a dramatic increase. Such a large number of Japanese visitors definitely 

heightened the presence of Japanese in Hong Kong.   

Of course, it was not a one-way movement. The number of Hong Kong tourists 

visiting Japan also increased. Prior to the liberalization of overseas travel for the Japanese, 
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the Japan National Tourism Organization (JNTO) set up its office in Hong Kong in 

December 1963
726

. One of the main objectives of JNTO was apparently to promote tourism 

to Japan through a wide variety of activities and to provide up-to-date information on 

travel to and in Japan
727

.  

The flight route between Hong Kong and Japan had been established much earlier 

in 1955, following the reissuance of visas for the Japanese. Japan Airlines set up an office 

in Hong Kong in 1954, and the first flight from Japan arrived in Hong Kong in February 

1955
728

. However, at this early stage, as overseas travelling for the Japanese was still 

restricted, it took some time for tourism between the two regions to become more 

prominent. Nonetheless, the Tokyo-Taipei-Hong Kong service became daily in 1959, while 

Cathay Pacific Airways opened the Tokyo-Hong Kong flight in the same year
729

. These 

later became the foundations of the development of tourism between Hong Kong and 

Japan.   

With this background, the number of Hong Kong tourists to Japan gradually 

increased. Although no exact figures before 1972 are available as there were no clear 

details regarding Chinese visitors before normalization of Sino-Japanese diplomatic 

relations, it is estimated from the figure of 1972 that they would not have been large. More 

visitors entered Japan from the mid-1970s (Figure 8.6). 
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Figure 8.6: Number of Hong Kong visitors to Japan. (Data from Japan National Tourism Organization (2011) p.208. *Data from 

1987 include the British National Overseas passport holders) 

 

The number of travellers to Japan was affected by some external factors. For 

instance, the decrease from 1978 is considered to be caused by the strong Japanese yen. 

The exchange rate of Japanese yen against the U.S. dollar was 307 yen in 1975, but it rose 

to 200 yen in 1978
730

. Another sudden decline in the number of Hong Kong visitors from 

1984 was largely due to uncertainty about the future of Hong Kong caused by the 

Sino-British Joint Declaration. Nonetheless, on the whole, the number of Hong Kong 

tourists to Japan showed a general trend of increase. 

In the 1970s and the 1980s, further development had been observed in terms of 

the tourism between Hong Kong and Japan. For example, new routings such as Japan 

Airlines’ Kagoshima-Hong Kong route and Nagoya-Hong Kong route in 1977, 

Nagoya-Fukuoka-Okinawa-Hong Kong-Singapore route in 1980, Cathay Pacific Airways’ 

Nagoya-Hong Kong route in 1986, or All Nippon Airways’ Narita-Hong Kong route in 

1987 were regularized
731

. The economic development of Hong Kong also enabled Hong 

Kong people to enjoy overseas travel more easily. Thanks to these developments, even if 

there were some fluctuations over the period, it is obvious that Japan had become a popular 
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destination for Hong Kong tourists. Japan received over a million foreign visitors for the 

first time in 1977, out of which about 32,000 were from Hong Kong
732

. In 1990, when 

Japan welcomed over three million foreign visitors, over 150,000 among them were from 

Hong Kong
733

.  

Thus, the physical distance between the two regions appeared to shrink for Hong 

Kong people. The easier accessibility to Japan for Hong Kong people not only kept them 

connected but also raised the extent of Japanese presence in their daily lives.  

The above has discussed the process in which the presence of Japanese in Hong 

Kong society became more recognizable from the 1960s. The mid-1970s was the first 

turning point. During that time, there were several noticeable phenomena: a significant 

increase in the number of Japanese residents in Hong Kong, increasing import of Japanese 

household appliances into the colony, the opening of several Japanese department stores 

frequent broadcasting of Japanese TV programmes on the local stations, and an increase in 

the number of Hong Kong visitors to Japan in the mid-1970s. All these made Japanese 

presence stronger and more visible in Hong Kong or in its residents’ minds. 

The following decade, the 1980s, was a period of gradual expansion of the 

Japanese presence in Hong Kong. There was no sudden increase in the number of Japanese 

residents in Hong Kong, but the Japanese community grew at a steady pace (see Figure 

8.2). With the growth of Japanese community, the number of Japanese department stores 

and general merchandise stores also expanded. As discussed above, Hong Kong people 

also entered and developed the Japanese restaurant sector. On television, Japanese 

programmes, especially children programmes, continued to be popular. Besides Japanese 

TV programmes, Japanese popular songs came to be known to Hong Kong people. At first, 

they appeared as cover versions sung by Hong Kong singers in Cantonese, but later 

Japanese original songs arrived in Hong Kong as well with the increasing popularity of 

                                                   
732 Ibid. 
733 Ibid. 
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Japanese singers. There was a general trend of increase in the number of Hong Kong 

visitors to Japan although there was a decline in the mid-1980s caused by the Sino-British 

Joint Declaration. However, the trend of increase resumed afterwards and the number of 

Hong Kong visitors to Japan exceeded 100,000 people by the end of the 1980s (see Figure 

8.6). 

Japan’s presence thus gained significance during the Period of Growth of Demand. 

What made this development possible was the economic growth of Hong Kong and Japan 

during the period. Hong Kong-Japanese economic relations played a significant role in 

boosting the economies of the two regions. As the presence of Japanese was strengthened, 

it was realized that the Japanese language skills would provide job opportunities. It is 

considered that the growth in Japanese language education owed much to this background. 

As was mentioned earlier, the arrival of Japanese companies started as early as the 

mid-1950s. However, it was still limited to large organizations like trading corporations, 

banks or shipping companies at the very beginning. Then in the 1960s, when Japan was 

experiencing rapid growth in its economy, a number of Japanese companies entered Hong 

Kong to expand their business. The manufacturing of small household appliances was the 

major business these Japanese companies were engaged in
734

. 

The 1970s saw an increase in the number of Japanese companies that entered 

Hong Kong. The Hong Kong Japanese Chambers of Commerce and Industry was 

established in 1969 by becoming independent from the economy section of the Hong Kong 

Japanese Club
735

. It had 99 companies registered at that time
736

. The number increased by 

nearly three times in the first 10 years and five times in 20 years (Figure 8.7). This increase 

had a significant impact on the Japanese presence in Hong Kong. 

 

                                                   
734 Yamazaki (1999) 
735 The Hong Kong Japanese Chambers and Commerce and Industry (1989) p.44 
736 Ibid. 
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Figure 8.7: Number of companies registered at the Hong Kong Japanese Chamber of Commerce and Industry. (Data from the 

Hong Kong Japanese Chamber of Commerce and Industry (1989) p.44) 

 

Again, the increase since the mid-1970s is prominent. This also shows that the 1970s was 

the turning point for the Japanese presence to become more visible in Hong Kong in 

various ways. 

The increase in the number of Japanese companies resulted in a pragmatic 

motivation for Hong Kong people to study Japanese. As was mentioned above, when the 

Japanese Language Proficiency Test was first implemented in 1984, the Hong Kong 

examinees accounted for 15 per cent of the total examinees in the world, with about 1,000 

examinees
737

. As the number of Japanese learners was about 4,000 and 7,800 in 1980 and 

in 1985 respectively
738

, it is estimated that there were around 7,000 learners in 1984. This 

means a very high percentage of application rates among the learners. This has been 

pointed out as one of the characteristics of Hong Kong learners
739

. It implies that many 

Hong Kong learners of Japanese saw a value to obtaining the qualification. The increase of 

Japanese companies in the colony naturally meant more job opportunities. However, it is 

natural that Japanese language proficiency would be an advantage, if not a prerequisite, for 

                                                   
737 Society of Japanese Language Education Hong Kong Website: 

http://www.japanese-edu.org.hk accessed on 13 October 2011 
738 The Japan Foundation (1987) 
739 Weekly Hong Kong, 15 July 2004 

http://www.japanese-edu.org.hk/
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securing a job in a Japanese company. At least, this would be people’s perception. 

Therefore, people would consider the learning of Japanese as helpful for job-seeking.  

Hong Kong’s economic growth during the 1970s was driven by investments from 

the United States and Japan in the manufacturing of plastic products, transistor, watches, 

jeans, etc
740

. Hong Kong, however, lacked raw materials for those products and had to rely 

heavily on imports of materials and parts from Japan
741

. Hong Kong saw rapid economic 

growth as a result of the exports of these products, especially watches, for which Hong 

Kong was ranked first in the world
742

. 

As a matter of fact, Japan was playing an important role in Hong Kong’s external 

trade from an early stage.  Hong Kong’s import and re-export business especially relied 

much on Japan. Even at the beginning of the 1960s, about 16 per cent of Hong Kong’s 

imports were from Japan, while about 12 per cent of re-exports were to Japan
743

. In 1960, a 

total value of $942 million (in Hong Kong currency) of import goods came from Japan, 

which made Japan the second largest supplier after China
744

. Manufactured products 

contributed to over a half of the total value of imports from Japan
745

. Japan alone occupied 

over 25 per cent of the total share of the import of manufactured products into Hong 

Kong
746

. Although the share of Hong Kong’s exports for Japan was not as large as that of 

imports, Japan took the largest share among Hong Kong’s re-export destinations. About 13 

per cent of re-export goods (in terms of value) were sent to Japan in 1960
747

. 

 

 

 

          

                                                   
740 Honkon Nihonjin Kurabu (2006) p.54 
741 Ibid. 
742 Ibid. 
743 Census and Statistics Department (1969) 
744 Ibid. 
745 Ibid. 
746 Ibid. 
747 Ibid. 
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         (HK$ million) 

 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 

Total import 3,719 5,864 8,965 17,607 33,472 111,651 231,420 642,530 

From Japan 526 942 1,551 4,188 6,991 25,644 53,350 103,362 

Percentage 14.1% 16.1% 17.3% 23.8% 20.1% 23.0% 23.1% 16.1% 

Table 8.2: Hong Kong’s total imports and that from Japan. (Data from Hong Kong Statistics 1947-1967, Hong Kong Annual 

Digest of Statistics 1978, 1988 and 1991editions, Census and Statistics Department) 

 

As is indicated in Table 8.2, Hong Kong’s imports from Japan (in terms of value) showed a 

further expansion during the 1970s. Until 1967, Hong Kong’s largest import supplier had 

been China, but from 1968 onwards Japan took the position as the largest supplier until 

1982, after which China regained the first position
748

. Since the 1980s, there has been a 

tremendous development of China to become Hong Kong’s trade partner. As a result, 

Japan’s share in Hong Kong’s total imports gradually decreased but, as shown in Table 8.2, 

the total value of import from Japan continued to rise. Japan maintained its position as the 

second largest import supplier after China. 

In contrast, Japan did not play a leading role in Hong Kong’s export market. The 

exports from Hong Kong were dominated by clothing, followed by textile fabrics, plastic 

toys and dolls, and transistorized radios
749

. These goods were mainly exported to U.S.A., 

U.K., and the Federal Republic of Germany, while China had also become a major export 

destination since the 1980s
750

. However, although Japan’s share was small, the total value 

of export goods to Japan had shown a continual dramatic increase since the 1970s (see 

Table 8.3). 

 

 

 

 

          

                                                   
748 Census and Statistics Department (1969), Hong Kong Annual Digest of Statistics 1978 

and 1988 editions 
749 Hong Kong Annual Digest of Statistics 1978 edition 
750 Hong Kong Annual Digest of Statistics 1988 edition 
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        (HK$ million) 

 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 

To all countries 2,867 5,027 12,347 22,859 68,171 129,882 225,875 

To Japan 101 133 492 956 2,329 4,480 12,079 

Percentage 3.5% 2.6% 4.0% 4.2% 3.4% 3.5% 5.3% 

Table 8.3: Hong Kong’s exports to Japan and all countries. (Data from Hong Kong Statistics 1947-1967, Hong Kong Annual 

Digest of Statistics 1978, 1988 and 1991editions, Census and Statistics Department) 

 

In terms of trade, re-export was also an integral part of Hong Kong’s external 

trade. This is because Hong Kong functioned as an entrepôt.  

          

       (HK$ million) 

 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 

All countries 1,070 1,503 2,892 6,973 30,072 105,270 413,999 

Japan 130 255 584 964 2,201 5,486 24,376 

Percentage 12.1% 17.0% 20.2% 13.8% 7.3% 5.2% 5.9% 

Table 8.4: Hong Kong’s re-exports to and from Japan and all countries. (Data from Hong Kong Statistics 1947-1967, Hong Kong 

Annual Digest of Statistics 1978, 1988 and 1991editions, Census and Statistics Department) 

 

In the re-export market, Japan was the biggest partner for Hong Kong during the 1970s
751

. 

Medical and pharmaceutical products and diamonds were the major items re-exported to 

Japan at that time
752

. However, Japan’s share declined from 1980, as re-exports to China 

and U.S.A. exceeded those to Japan
753

. Nonetheless, as shown in Table 8.4, the total value 

of Hong Kong’s re-export to Japan continued to increase. The decrease in its share among 

Hong Kong’s total re-export was clearly a result of the fast growth of the colony’s 

re-exports to other counties such as China and U.S.A.  

The above discussion shows that Japan was one of Hong Kong’s important trading 

partners. The increase in the total value of trade contributed to the rapid growth of the 

Hong Kong economy from the 1970s.  

                                                   
751 Hong Kong Annual Digest of Statistics 1978 edition 
752 Ibid. 
753 Hong Kong Annual Digest of Statistics 1988 edition 
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Figure 8.8: Hong Kong’s total trade with top three countries (Japan, China and U.S.A.) from 1960 to 1975 (HK$ million) (Data 

from Hong Kong Statistics 1947-1967, Hong Kong Annual Digest of Statistics 1978 edition, Census and Statistics Department) 

 

 

Figure 8.9: Hong Kong’s total trade with top three countries (Japan, China and U.S.A.) from 1975 to 1990 (HK$ million) (Data 

from Hong Kong Annual Digest of Statistics 1978, 1988 and 1991editions, Census and Statistics Department) 

 

As is obvious from Figure 8.8, Hong Kong-Japanese trade grew at an extraordinary pace in 

the 1970s, which pushed up Japan’s position to second after U.S.A., although China’s 

incredibly fast growth since the mid-1980s had not allowed any other countries to over 
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take its position once it became the largest trade partner of Hong Kong (Figure 8.9). The 

growth of trade with China was largely due to the Sino-British Joint Declaration as well as 

China’s economic reform and development, which made people think of it as the biggest 

business opportunity. Although there was uncertainty among Hong Kong people regarding 

the future of Hong Kong, they turned their sense of uncertainty into motivation for finding 

new business opportunities in and with China. Japan’s growth in external trade with Hong 

Kong was therefore not as large as that of China, but even in the 1980s it doubled every 

five years.  

Hong Kong’s gross domestic product (GDP) too shows continuous growth from 

the 1960s to 1980s (see Figure 8.10). During the 1970s, it grew constantly at a rate of 

about 15 to 30 per cent, except for a slowdown in the period of 1974-1975, when the world 

economy suffered seriously after the 1973 oil crisis (Figure 8.10). There was a quick 

recovery afterwards. There was another slowdown in 1985, just after the Sino-British Joint 

Declaration in 1984. However, although there were slowdowns as aforesaid, Hong Kong 

never had a negative GDP growth from the 1960s to 1980s. This well-performing economy 

brought Hong Kong people confidence. At the same time, there was improvement in the 

life of Hong Kong people during this period. Gradually, there appeared some room in their 

mind to spend time and money on self-improvement. 
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Figure 8.10: Hong Kong’s GDP and annual growth rate from 1961 to 1989. (Data from Census and Statistics Department) 

 

As discussed in Chapter 7, the Period of Growth of Demand could be divided into 

two sub-periods according to the stage of the development of Japanese studies. The 1960s 

was defined as the emergence of Japanese studies, while the 1970s and the 1980s were 

regarded as a period with the growth of Japanese studies. Analysis of the background of 

Hong Kong during those two sub-periods shows that there was correlation between the 

development of Japanese studies and Hong Kong’s situation and people’s mentality in the 

periods concerned.  

In the early 1960s, it was still rare to see Japanese courses offered in Hong Kong. 

Only a few courses were available from institutions including Daiichi Japanese Language 

School and the Chinese YMCA of Hong Kong. These courses were mainly taken by people 

as interest classes and did not attract many Hong Kong learners at that early stage. The 

presence of Japanese in the early 1960s was still limited, as the number of Japanese 

residents was small and most of them were expatriates of large Japanese corporations 

which had set up offices with the recommencement of visa issuance from 1954. Because of 

the small number of Japanese residents, the Japanese community in Hong Kong was hardly 

recognized at that time. Daimaru was the only Japanese department store, and only a 

handful of expensive Japanese restaurants were open for business. These were too costly 
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for ordinary Hong Kong people. In such a situation, Hong Kong people showed little 

interest in Japanese studies.   

A gradual change occurred from the mid-1960s. The Department of Extra-mural 

Studies of the University of Hong Kong started a Japanese language course in 1965, while 

the Japanese section under the Department of Chinese and Oriental Languages at the 

Chinese University of Hong Kong commenced a Japanese course in 1967. It was followed 

by a Japanese course under the Japan Information & Cultural Centre of the 

Consulate-General of Japan in Hong Kong in 1968. It was also during this period that 

Adult and Higher Education Services of Caritas Hong Kong began a Japanese course.  

The emergence of these Japanese language courses at various institutions 

corresponded with the emergence of a Japanese presence, albeit still limited, in Hong Kong 

society in different aspects. Overseas travelling for the Japanese was liberalized in 1964, 

while the Hong Kong Tourist Association set up an office in Tokyo in the same year, and 

Hong Kong started to welcome Japanese tourists although the number was still small. The 

Hong Kong Japanese School was established in 1965 with only 90 students registered. 

When the Hong Kong Japanese Chamber of Commerce and Industry was founded in 1969, 

only 99 companies were registered.  

What characterized the latter half of the 1960s was the fact that the presence of 

Japanese in Hong Kong was still relatively weak even though it was showing a gradual 

increase as compared to the situation in the early 1960s. In addition, Hong Kong society 

itself was experiencing a tough time, as illustrated by the 1967 riot. As a result, for 

example, Hong Kong’s GDP slowed down during this period (see Figure 8.10). Japanese 

studies emerged in the mid-1960s, but the situation in and surrounding Hong Kong 

prevented substantial growth. At that time, the educational opportunities for Hong Kong 

people were still relatively low. In addition, the presence of Japanese was weak. In such 

circumstances, Japanese was not the first priority. People’s insecure feeling was still strong 
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as the economy of Hong Kong was only in the process of improvement. When insecurity 

was felt strongly, pragmatic value was considered important. Since there was no pragmatic 

motivation for learning Japanese, demand was low. Yet, the foundation of Japanese studies 

in Hong Kong was laid especially in the latter half of the 1960s, providing a base for the 

expansion from the 1970s. 

The 1970s played a significant role in the development of Japanese studies in 

Hong Kong. In 1972, the Japanese section of the Chinese University of Hong Kong 

acquired independent status. In 1973, a Japanese course began at the Department of 

Extra-mural Studies of the Chinese University of Hong Kong. With the introduction of 

compulsory primary school education in 1971, it was the time when the educational 

opportunities for local people began to grow. It was also the early 1970s when the number 

of Japanese visitors increased dramatically. A yearly increase of over 30 per cent was 

recorded during this period (see Figure 8.5 above). Since its opening a decade earlier, 

Daimaru had been the only Japanese department store in Hong Kong, but the opening of 

Isetan in 1973 drew attention from the Japanese retail sector, and became a milestone in 

the advancement of Japanese retail business to the region. Several Japanese restaurants 

were also attracted to Hong Kong in this period. 

Thus, even though Japanese studies were not offered on a large-scale in the early 

1970s, changes started to occur. The existence of Japanese became more visible in the 

daily life of Hong Kong people. At the same time, pragmatic motivations to study Japanese 

emerged due to the increasing importance of trade with Japan. Moreover, people started to 

enjoy a better living standard due to the economic growth of this period. Hong Kong’s per 

capita GDP increased from 5,835 Hong Kong dollars in 1970 to 11,110 dollars in 1975, 

which means that it had nearly doubled in five years
754

. With the improvements in daily 

life, some Hong Kong people might become able to pursue personal interests or to acquire 

                                                   
754 Hong Kong Annual Digest of Statistics 2009 edition 
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skills required to upgrade themselves. This contributed to the growth of Japanese studies in 

the early 1970s. 

Since the mid-1970s, there had been rapid expansion of Japanese studies in Hong 

Kong. In 1976, the Hong Kong Polytechnic started to offer a Japanese language course in 

its Higher Diploma in Trilingual Secretarial Studies programme as one of the optional 

languages. It was followed by the commencement of a one-year certificate programme in 

Japanese. Both courses were well-received and the certificate programme was upgraded to 

a two-year full-time Diploma programme in Japanese. In this manner, the first 

Japanese-major programme in tertiary education started. The fact that the Royal Hong 

Kong Police had specifically arranged for officers to enrol in the course was an indication 

of a demand for Japanese studies. The University of Hong Kong also offered its university 

students a Japanese course under the Language Centre in 1978. Meanwhile, the Japanese 

language course affiliated to the Consulate-General of Japan in Hong Kong experienced 

the largest number of applications in the mid-1970s. The significant growth of Japanese 

studies was also evidenced by, for example, the commencement of the Japanese Language 

Speech Contest in 1975, and the establishment of the Society of Japanese Language 

Education Hong Kong in 1978. A number of contestants competed at the Speech Contest, 

which proves the popularity of Japanese learning, while the cooperation and exchange of 

Japanese educators from different institutions through the activities of the Society of 

Japanese Language Education Hong Kong gives a clear picture of the growth of Japanese 

studies. The popularity of a radio programme for Japanese learning produced by the 

Department of Extra-mural Studies of the Chinese University of Hong Kong was an 

indication that there was a potentially large market for Japanese studies by then.   

Again, several factors supported the rapid and substantial expansion of Japanese 

studies since the mid-1970s. The number of Japanese residents in Hong Kong continued to 

grow, and more and more Japanese companies entered Hong Kong to set up their offices. 
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The number of Japanese companies registered with the Hong Kong Japanese Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry increased nearly three times in a decade from 1970. Consequently 

the Japanese community in Hong Kong grew at a fast pace. Hong Kong was also 

welcoming an increasing number of Japanese tourists during this period. At the same time, 

the number of Hong Kong tourists visiting Japan showed a dramatic increase in the 

mid-1970s. All these made the presence of Japanese in Hong Kong increasingly felt by 

Hong Kong people.   

Television broadcasts also contributed to raising awareness of Japanese since 

Hong Kong’s broadcasting relied heavily on programmes created in Japan. It also 

contributed to the penetration of Japanese culture and customs in Hong Kong society. By 

1975, nearly 90 per cent of households possessed a television set, which means that 

television viewing was already an integral part of people’s life-styles. As Hong Kong TV 

stations at that time had a limited ability to produce their own programmes, they tended to 

rely on foreign-made programmes including those from Japan, especially children 

programmes. Through television viewing, people acquired knowledge of various aspects of 

Japanese society. Interest in learning more about Japan gradually grew among some people. 

With the spread of television viewing, a number of Japanese popular songs came to Hong 

Kong too, mainly as cover songs in Cantonese. Japanese popular culture thus became 

known to more Hong Kong people in the 1970s.  

Continued expansion in Japanese studies was observed in the 1980s as well. The 

Department of Japanese Studies of the University of Hong Kong was established as the 

first Japanese-major department in Hong Kong in 1985. Around that time, Daiichi Japanese 

Language School had the largest number of students totalling about 1,700. At the Hong 

Kong Polytechnic, the popularity of the Diploma in Japanese programme never decreased 

and the admissions quota of 21 new students doubled to 42 in 1987. City Polytechnic of 

Hong Kong followed the trend and started to offer a Japanese course on its Professional 
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Diploma in International Business programme in 1988. As City Polytechnic itself was then 

still a new tertiary institution, it means that Japanese was offered from the earliest stage of 

the institution. 

The Japanese Language Proficiency Test started in 1984, and Hong Kong was a 

testing centre from the first test. The mid-1980s is therefore considered as the beginning of 

a comparatively widespread Japanese language education in Hong Kong. The latter also 

functioned as one of the core members in the field in the world, as evidenced by the fact 

that it was one of the first Japanese Language Proficiency Test centres and the proportion 

that Hong Kong examinees occupied among the total examinees in the world. Although the 

number of examinees itself was small at the beginning, Hong Kong’s examinees accounted 

for 15 per cent of the total examinees in the world. This proves that Hong Kong had a high 

demand for Japanese studies by then.   

During the 1980s, the Japanese community in Hong Kong continued to grow. 

After the success of Daimaru, Matsuzakaya and Isetan in the 1970s, Mitsukoshi, Tokyu 

and Sogo opened their first stores from the early 1980s to the mid-1980s, while 

Matsuzakaya and Daimaru opened their second ones in the early 1980s and Isetan and 

Mitsukoshi followed in the late 1980s. The opening of Yaohan in 1984 influenced the 

management style of Hong Kong’s retail sector and attracted other Japanese general 

merchandise stores such as Uny and Jusco to the Hong Kong market. The Japanese retail 

sector by then filled an important position in Hong Kong’s retail business.  

Not only the number of Japanese companies or Japanese residents in Hong Kong, 

but also the number of Japanese tourists coming to the region continued to increase in the 

1980s. The latter maintained an annual increase of 20 per cent during the period and 

exceeded one million visitors per annum by the late 1980s. Around that time, there were 

over 10,000 Japanese residents in Hong Kong. Japanese products came to be seen very 

commonly in the daily life of Hong Kong, and local people started to listen to original 
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Japanese popular songs, not just the cover versions. All in all, the presence of Japanese in 

the society of Hong Kong had become increasingly prominent since the 1980s. 

The number of Hong Kong tourists to Japan also showed an increase especially at 

the beginning of the 1980s, when an annual increase of nearly 30 per cent was recorded. 

Although it turned to negative figures during the mid-1980s, Japan had already become a 

major tourist destination. Obviously this increase would not have happened without the 

fast economic growth of Hong Kong and the improvement in people’s income. In any case, 

an increase in the number of tourists shows an increase in people’s interest in Japan. The 

decline in the mid-1980s was due to the conclusion of the Sino-British Joint Declaration in 

1984. GDP growth slowed down. Although the figure did not become negative, people 

started worrying about Hong Kong’s future after the handover of sovereignty to China in 

1997. As a result, the number of Hong Kong people who visited Japan suddenly dropped 

from 1984. Nevertheless, the Japanese studies sector was not much affected by the 

economic downturn. New courses in Japanese were still being launched at various 

institutions, while some attracted the biggest number of applicants from or in the 

mid-1980s.  

Different aspects of Hong Kong mentality played a role in the development of 

Japanese studies at that time. Hong Kong people were historically sensitive to the unstable 

or insecure situations surrounding them. It is therefore natural to expect that the uncertainty 

about Hong Kong’s future would negatively impact the development of Japanese studies. 

Yet, there was no sudden decline in the number of Japanese courses or Japanese learners. 

One possible explanation for this is that people’s pragmatic mentality overcame the 

insecure feeling. Such pragmatic feelings were attributable to the growing presence of 

Japanese. Compared with the 1960s, there were many more Japanese companies stationed 

in Hong Kong in the 1980s. In other words, there were more job opportunities in Japanese 

companies. As discussed above, be it a fact or just people’s perception, Japanese language 
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proficiency was regarded as an advantage in securing jobs in Japanese companies. In 

addition, by that time, Japanese products had become more prominent in the daily lives of 

Hong Kong people and the presence of Japanese became increasingly felt by Hong Kong 

people. The growth of the Hong Kong economy brought a further improvement in people’s 

income and living conditions. This enabled people to study courses according to their 

interest. There was less hesitation in pursuing personal interests than in the 1960s. At the 

same time, due to the strong economy of Japan at that time and the economic-relations 

between the two places, Japanese language skills could be useful for people’s careers.  

 

To summarize, the above has analysed the emergence of Japanese studies in Hong 

Kong in the 1960s against the situation of Hong Kong and the presence of Japanese at that 

time. As the Japanese presence in Hong Kong gradually became visible, some Japanese 

courses began. However, the growth was slow because Hong Kong people were still living 

with insecurity, the educational opportunities for Hong Kong people were still relatively 

low, and the presence of Japanese was still weak. At that time, people’s insecure feeling 

was still strong as the economy of Hong Kong was only in the process of improvement. 

When insecurity was felt strongly, pragmatic value was considered important. At the same 

time, as the presence of Japan was still weak, there was no pragmatic motivation for 

learning Japanese. Therefore, demand was low. Nonetheless, the 1960s was an important 

period for Japanese studies in Hong Kong in that firm foundations were laid for further 

expansion. 

The two decades from 1970 saw a significant development in Japanese studies. 

Demand for them grew in this period with Hong Kong’s well-performing economy and the 

advancement of Japan into Hong Kong in various aspects. With the rapid growth in Hong 

Kong’s economy, living standards improved and the educational opportunities were 

widened. This not only weakened people’s sense of insecurity, but also affected their 
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pragmatism. As the Hong Kong-Japanese economic relations became stronger, 

Japanese-speaking personnel were demanded. Japanese learning was thus associated with 

people’s pragmatism. A number of Japanese courses were established and the number of 

Japanese learners increased dramatically. There was an economic downturn in the 

mid-1980s caused by people’s concerns about the future of Hong Kong, but the demand for 

Japanese studies remained high. A striking difference between the economic slowdown in 

the 1960s and that of the mid-1980s was that there was a strong pragmatic motivation 

behind the demand in the mid-1980s. A number of Japanese companies had set up offices 

in Hong Kong and Japan had an important position in Hong Kong’s external trade. As 

discussed, there was pragmatic value in learning Japanese. This is also reinforced by the 

already prominent presence of Japanese in Hong Kong society. Characteristics of Japanese 

life-style had become widely accepted in Hong Kong, especially the food culture and 

popular culture. With these as the background, the demand for Japanese studies was not 

weakened even when people experienced a degree of insecurity. 

 

The Period of Growth of Demand covered the emergence and expansion of 

Japanese studies in Hong Kong. It was found that the development of Japanese studies had 

a correlation with Hong Kong’s economic growth and the increase in the presence of Japan 

in Hong Kong society. Insecurity, as a key aspect of the Hong Kong mentality had a close 

connection with the appearance of Japanese studies in the 1960s. Such insecure feelings 

were weakened by the strong economic growth from the 1970s. This economic growth also 

affected the Hong Kong mentality of pragmatism, which played a significant role in the 

rapid expansion of Japanese studies. 

Part IV below will analyse the Period of Expansion of Demand: the development 

of Japanese studies in Hong Kong (especially the diversification in the demand for 

Japanese studies since the 1990s), the background of such development, and the effect of 
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the Hong Kong mentality on it. 
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PART IV: PERIOD OF EXPANSION OF DEMAND 

 

Part IV deals with the current development of Japanese studies in Hong Kong 

since the 1990s. It was described in the previous chapters that Japanese studies in Hong 

Kong emerged in the 1960s and grew rapidly from the 1970s to the 1980s. What type of 

development Japanese studies went through since the 1990s will be described in the first 

section (Chapter 9). Then the second section (Chapter 10) will attempt to analyze the 

background of the development of Japanese studies and the effect of the Hong Kong 

mentality on their development.  

 

Chapter 9 New Developments in Japanese Studies 

 

The emergence and rapid growth of Japanese studies from the 1960s to the 1980s 

made Hong Kong one of the most active regions in Japanese studies in the world. Further 

development continued to be observed after 1990 too. As was observed earlier, what 

characterized Hong Kong’s Japanese studies in the Period of Growth of Demand was the 

fact that most Hong Kong learners of Japanese were adult, and that Japanese studies in 

most cases meant Japanese language learning. The backdrop to these characteristics was 

the fact that Japanese presence in Hong Kong was getting stronger with the fast economic 

development of Japan. 

Since the 1990s, while this trend in Japanese language education has continued 

showing increases in the number of courses available and the number of Japanese learners 

at the same time, new movements have appeared as will be described in this chapter. 

A brief look at Figure 9.1 reveals the characteristics of learners of Japanese since 

1990. With the emergence of different types of demand for Japanese studies in Hong Kong, 

not only has the number increased, but also the age groups of learners have widened. It 
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should be noted that the number decreased in the latest survey. Although the decrease in 

the 2009 figures has been analysed as the lower response rate from the relevant 

institutions
755

, it needs further investigation in future surveys. 

 

  

Figure 9.1: Number of learners of Japanese in Hong Kong at primary/secondary schools, tertiary institutions and others. (Data 

from the Japan Foundation (1992), (1995), (2000), (2004), (2008) and (2011)) 

 

These figures do not include persons who are learning Japanese on their own or through 

private tutoring. It is therefore estimated that these figures are lower than the actuality.  

Certain facts have become clear from the data. First of all, generally speaking, as 

is obvious from the total number of learners, Hong Kong’s Japanese language education 

field has expanded since the 1990s. The growth during the decade from 1993 was 

relatively slow, but the pace accelerated from 2003. Secondly, a rapid growth in Japanese 

learning at the primary and secondary education level has been observed in the 2000s. 

Considering it was zero until the end of the twentieth century, the growth in this category is 

prominent. As Hong Kong’s Japanese studies had been the domain of adult learners, the 

emergence of younger learners had a great impact on the development of Japanese studies 
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in the region. In addition, learners at the tertiary institutions have increased with a similar 

curve to those at the primary and secondary schools. This proves the further expansion of 

Japanese studies at the tertiary level from the late-1990s, which will be further described 

below.   

A similar phenomenon can also be observed from the number of examinees of the 

Japanese Language Proficiency Test. It was regarded as one of the characteristics of Hong 

Kong learners that they had had high preference for obtaining qualifications such as the 

Japanese Language Proficiency Test
756

. For instance, the figure based on the number of 

learners in the Japan Foundation survey for 2003, showed about 35 per cent of the learners 

had taken the Test
757

. As far as the number of examinees is concerned, a drastic increase 

has been recorded. 

 

 

Figure 9.2: Number of examinees of the Japanese Language Proficiency Test in Hong Kong. (Data from Society of Japanese 

Language Education Hong Kong Website: http://www.japanese-edu.org.hk accessed on 8 July 2011. The figure in 2010 is the 

total of July and December tests under the new system) 

 

The figures in 1994, 1996 and 1997 showed a decrease compared with previous years, but 

apart from these three years, the number continued to show an increase until it suddenly 
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dropped in 2010. The increase since 2000 has been especially tremendous, much more 

dramatic than that in the 1990s, which is likely to be the effect of the emergence of new 

demand for Japanese studies from young people. However, the fall in 2010 needs some 

attention as it is not yet clear whether it is temporary drop or it will further decrease.   

From the data above, Hong Kong’s Japanese studies since the 1990s can be 

generalized as stable growth in the 1990s with rapid expansion in the 2000s. It is inferred 

that the demand for Japanese studies grew steadily in the 1990s while different types of 

demand have emerged in the twenty first century, causing the rapid expansion. What 

contributed to the expansion will be described below.  

Courses and programmes on Japanese studies at the tertiary institutions 

implemented during the Period of Growth of Demand were described previously. While 

they continued to offer various courses, new development has also been observed.  

Since its establishment in 1985, the Department of Japanese Studies at the 

University of Hong Kong had been making an effort to strengthen the curriculum of 

Japanese language courses and to integrate Japan-related courses offered at different 

departments into the programme. As a result, in 1990, the Department of Japanese Studies 

implemented a programme in which a variety of Japan-related courses, such as Japanese 

society, linguistics, literature, economy or Sino-Japanese relations, were offered
758

. About 

100 Year 1 students took Japanese language courses, of which 70-80 further took the 

Japan-related subjects in Years 2 and 3 at that time
759

. It was the first Japanese-studies 

programme in Hong Kong in a strict sense.  

At the Chinese University of Hong Kong, the Japanese Studies Section became an 

independent unit in 1972 to provide Japanese courses to undergraduate students. In 1991, 

the Japanese Studies Section was upgraded to the Department of Japanese Studies to 
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759 Ibid. 



229 

 

provide a more integrated Japanese studies curriculum
760

. The Department’s Japanese 

major programme implemented a unique curriculum. The intake number was limited to 

only around 30 each year, but all Year 2 students would spend their second year in Japan, 

at designated universities in various areas of Japan
761

. This has enhanced not only students’ 

Japanese language skills but also their understanding of Japanese society and culture. With 

its unique characteristics, the programme has maintained its popularity. 

These two Departments of Japanese Studies have led Hong Kong’s Japanese 

studies at the tertiary level. On the other hand, other tertiary institutions continued to 

develop and began new movements in Japanese studies. The Hong Kong Polytechnic, 

which had offered two very popular programmes, namely Diploma in Japanese and Higher 

Diploma in Trilingual Secretarial Studies since the mid-1970s, has provided degree-level 

programmes as well as diploma-level programmes since the early 1980s. More and more 

degree-level programmes came on stream later, and the two popular Japanese-related 

diploma programmes ceased to be offered and were replaced with a new programme, 

Bachelor of Arts in Languages with Business, in 1993
762

. The programme consisted of 

business components and practical language training in either Japanese, French or 

German
763

. The intake number for the programme was about 60; 30 for Japanese and 15 

each for French and German. Later in 1998, the programme was upgraded to an Honours 

programme as BA (Hons) in Languages with Business
764

. 

The Hong Kong Polytechnic was conferred university status and renamed the 

Hong Kong Polytechnic University in 1994
765

. Even after the new establishment as a 

university, the programme nature generally continued to be practical. A unique feature of 
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the BA in Languages with Business programme was its teaching pattern. For foreign 

language courses, the class size was set at 15 students for the teaching mode called 

seminars and at four students for tutorials. In the case of Japanese, for example, the 

seminar mode was used mainly for grammatical introduction and exercises, while the 

language laboratory mode was designed for listening practice and tutorial mode for oral 

tasks and exercises. The number of hours per week spent on foreign language courses was 

five for seminars, two for language laboratory and one for tutorial (for Year 3 students, 

three for seminars, two for language laboratory and two for tutorials)
766

. The staff-student 

ratio of 1 to 4 in tutorials provided students with great opportunities to speak and enabled 

them to be fluent Japanese speakers. The programme resembled the BA (Hons) in 

International Business of City Polytechnic of Hong Kong, which was implemented in 1990 

to take supersede the previous Professional Diploma programme, in that the curriculum 

was a combination of foreign language and business components.   

Another characteristic of the programme was the summer study tour it offered. 

Although it was not a compulsory activity, all Year 2 students joined the activity and spent 

three months in Japan
767

. During their stay in Japan, students attended a seminar at a 

Japanese university for two weeks, followed by a four-week work placement
768

. During the 

last four weeks, they stayed with their host families. The University of Hong Kong and the 

Chinese University of Hong Kong also organized summer study tours, but these did not 

include a work placement. In addition, five to ten per cent of the students of the BA 

Languages with Business programme were given an opportunity to study in Japan for a 

whole academic year to enhance their Japanese competence
769

. Compared to the overseas 

attachment that was carried out at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, it was smaller in 
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767 Miyazoe-Wong (2002) p.5, South China Morning Post, 6 January 2000 
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scale. Yet the programme’s focus on combining language competence with an education in 

the organization, management and functioning of business in the international context of 

Hong Kong
770

 made the programme very popular. 

The Hong Kong Polytechnic University also developed short-term Japanese for 

Specific Purposes courses. These courses were offered in response to requests from 

particular programmes. For example, a beginner-level Japanese reading course was 

commenced for students who were studying at the BA (Hons) in Design programme, and a 

beginner-level interaction course in Japanese was designed for students of the BSc (Hons) 

in Hotel Management programme
771

. The syllabuses of the courses were made in 

accordance with the students’ discipline. As these courses were specifically arranged for 

particular groups of students, they differed from Japanese elective courses offered at other 

institutions where students from different disciplines sat together. Although the duration of 

these courses was only one semester of 42 contact hours
772

, this was one of the earliest 

attempts to implement Japanese for specific purposes courses in Hong Kong. 

City Polytechnic of Hong Kong was also upgraded to a university in 1994 and 

renamed City University of Hong Kong. While the popularity of BA (Hons) in 

International Business (later changed to Bachelor of Business Administration (Hons) in 

International Business (Japan studies)) continued, a new three-year full-time Higher 

Diploma programme in Applied Japanese Studies was implemented in 1998 with 40 

students under the Division of Language Studies at the University’s College of Higher 

Vocational Studies
773

. The major characteristic of the Higher Diploma programme was its 

curriculum structure aiming at providing applied language skills as well as knowledge on 

Japan. The courses offered in the programme included, apart from general Japanese 

language courses, business Japanese, Japanese for tourism, trilingual translation and 
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interpretation, Japanese history, Japanese culture and Japanese current affairs
774

.   

The Japanese-major programmes at the University of Hong Kong and the Chinese 

University of Hong Kong focused more on academic pursuit, while the Japanese-related 

degree programmes at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University and City University of Hong 

Kong spared half the curriculum on business courses, and consequently most Japanese 

courses had to be spent on basic language skills although they added some business 

Japanese elements. On the other hand, the Higher Diploma programme in Applied 

Japanese Studies at City University of Hong Kong made full use of its curriculum on 

different practical skills and knowledge.  

Other tertiary institutions also started to offer Japanese courses in most cases as 

elective subjects in the 1990s. For example, the Hong Kong University of Science and 

Technology, which was established in 1991 as Hong Kong’s third university, began 

Japanese courses under the Language Centre from 1995
775

. Three beginner classes, one 

intermediate class and one reading class were offered at the very beginning, and about 150 

students were enrolled in these courses
776

. A unique course there was a Japanese reading 

course aiming at providing skills for reading academic papers written in Japanese. This 

course was designed for postgraduate students in the Division of Humanities
777

. Without 

focusing on writing, speaking and listening skills, this Japanese for specific purposes 

course was a unique attempt to expand Japanese studies in Hong Kong to a new direction. 

Lingnan College Hong Kong was set up in 1967 by a group of alumni from 

Lingnan University in Guangzhou, and was later upgraded and renamed Lingnan 

University in 1999
778

. Long before it acquired a university status, Lingnan College Hong 

Kong offered Japanese courses as early as 1991. Three Japanese courses, Beginners’ 
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Japanese, Intermediate Japanese and Advanced Japanese, were offered by the Department 

of Translation
779

. However, since each course consisted only of three hours of instruction 

per week, it is considered that the Intermediate and Advanced courses were in fact at the 

beginner-level. More than a half of the total places of these courses were reserved for 

Translation students and, in the case of Beginners’ Japanese, for students taking Asian and 

Pacific Affairs, although these Japanese courses were offered as elective courses
780

.   

At Lingnan College, Japanese courses functioned mostly as a supplementary 

knowledge subject for translation students. Then having obtained university status, 

Lingnan University offered undergraduate programmes in Chinese, contemporary English 

studies, cultural studies, translation, business administration and social science
781

. As the 

only liberal arts tertiary institution in Hong Kong, Lingnan University made general 

education, language proficiency and information literacy courses compulsory for all degree 

programmes
782

. In order to fulfil this requirement, Japanese has been offered at a 

self-access centre
783

.  

Hong Kong Baptist University began Japanese courses a little later than others. 

The Language Centre had been offering subjects in English, standard Chinese and 

Mandarin to undergraduate students. European languages, such as French, German and 

Spanish, had also been offered before Japanese, as they were needed for a degree 

programme majoring in European studies. Then, in the 2003 academic year, Japanese was 

for the first time adopted at the Language Centre
784

. Unlike the European languages that 

had been offered, because there were no programmes for Japanese or Japan-related 

disciplines, it can be considered that Japanese courses began from an authentic demand.   

The field of Japanese studies at the tertiary institutions in Hong Kong expanded in 
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this way in the 1990s. The number of courses offered in them increased, which was the 

indication of great demand. In addition, there was another type of development observed 

during this period. Japanese-related postgraduate programmes started to be offered in Hong 

Kong. What characterized the early 1990s was the implementation of Japanese studies 

degree programmes. Japanese studies for the first time became a major subject at the 

degree level programme. It was also in the early 1990s that Japanese courses began to be 

offered as an elective subject at two tertiary institutions, which means that most tertiary 

institutions had started to teach Japanese by that time. This indicates that the demand for 

Japanese studies was well recognized by Hong Kong society in the early 1990s. It became 

a stepping stone to the further expansion in the 2000s. 

Hong Kong’s first Japanese-related programme at the postgraduate level 

commenced at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University. In 2001, the Department of English 

implemented a Postgraduate Diploma programme in Japanese Studies for the 

Professions
785

. The programme aimed at providing a high level of Japanese language skills 

in professional contexts such as business, education or translation. The minimum entrance 

requirement was therefore set high, with the possession of the Level 2 of the Japanese 

Language Proficiency Test and at least one year’s working experience
786

. Students were 

required to take four compulsory courses in contemporary Japanese society and culture, 

communicating with Japanese in multi-lingual workplaces, Japanese discourse and 

pragmatics and analysis of written Japanese
787

. Another two courses were elected out of six 

elective courses on Japanese business and management, Japanese business writing, 

Japanese language education, and translation in the multi-lingual workplace
788

. This 

Japanese for specific purposes programme, because of its specialized curriculum, attracted 

Hong Kong personnel who were engaged in related fields and were hoping to pursue a 
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higher degree which would enhance their knowledge and skills in Japanese in professional 

contexts. 

Following the success in the postgraduate diploma programme, it was upgraded to 

a Master’s Degree programme in Japanese Studies for the Professions in 2005, aiming at 

equipping students with an understanding of the concepts and skills of Japanese in 

professional contexts
789

. Although it was a master’s degree programme, its main focus was 

placed more on practical work than academic work, which was inherited from the past 

Japanese programmes of the Hong Kong Polytechnic era. The programme consisted of four 

parts, categorized as the Japanese business communication method, culture and society, 

translation and interpretation skills, and news translation and teaching in Japan
790

. The 

practical nature was evidenced from the fact that most students were from Japanese 

corporations or were Japanese teachers
791

. The students’ working experience and related 

knowledge contributed to maintaining the programme’s practicability.  

Then, the Department of Japanese Studies at the Chinese University of Hong 

Kong also implemented a postgraduate programme in Japanese studies. In 2006, a Master’s 

Degree programme in Japanese Language and Teaching was offered as either a one-year 

full-time or a two-year part-time programme
792

. This programme was specifically designed 

for Japanese language teachers in the early stages of their careers, experienced teachers 

who wished to further their knowledge and strengthen their skills and persons without 

teaching experience intending to pursue a career in Japanese language teaching
793

. Unlike 

the MA in Japanese Studies for the Professions programme of the Hong Kong Polytechnic 

University which mainly aimed at providing practical knowledge and skills for the 

multi-lingual workplace, the MA in Japanese Language and Teaching programme focused 
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on nurturing Japanese language educators. Accordingly, its curriculum included specialized 

knowledge and skills in the field such as Japanese linguistics, Japanese pedagogy, teaching 

Japanese as a second language, socio-linguistics, and Japanese language teaching 

practice
794

. Among them, Japanese teaching practice is a key feature of the programme. 

Students are assigned as teacher trainees for beginner-level Japanese classes arranged 

under the programme in order to learn how to teach effectively. It was the only programme 

to offer such teaching practice at the tertiary level.   

A Master’s Degree programme in Japanese Language and Culture offered through 

the School of Professional and Continuing Education of the University of Hong Kong 

(HKU SPACE) was a unique course. The degree was actually offered by Osaka University 

of Foreign Studies in partnership with HKU SPACE as the first-ever degree offered outside 

Japan by a Japanese university
795

. The two-year programme was launched in October 2006. 

One of the highlights of the programme was the programme operation. The programme 

was offered in Hong Kong but taught entirely by the teaching staff of Osaka University of 

Foreign Studies and led to a degree from the Japanese university
796

. As the programme was 

considered a qualification for teachers of Japanese as a foreign language, it proved that 

there was a need for qualified Japanese teachers. Obviously it was a new type of demand 

that had not occurred during the Period of Growth of Demand. Hong Kong’s Japanese 

studies showed signs of entering a new phase at this time. 

In 2000, the Education Commission submitted to the Hong Kong government ‘the 

Reform Proposal for Education System in Hong Kong’, in which numerous changes in 

educational system including the introduction of 6-3-3-4 school system were proposed. In 

the proposal, setting up community colleges was also suggested
797

. Along this line, most 

Higher Diploma programmes at the College of Higher Vocational Studies of City 
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University of Hong Kong were shifted to two-year full-time Associate Degree programmes 

in 2000, aiming at providing opportunities for articulation into degree programmes. The 

HD in Applied Japanese Studies programme, two years after its establishment, was also 

re-structured as a two-year full-time Associate of Arts in Applied Japanese Studies 

programme in 2000. Although the programme duration was shortened by one year, the 

programme nature which placed a special emphasis on practical Japanese language skills 

and knowledge about Japan remained the same
798

. 

As it was one of the major intentions of the educational reform to build a society 

of lifelong learners
799

, it was anticipated that the demand for Associate Degree 

programmes would rise. As a result, a number of self-financing programmes which would 

not be subsidized by the government started to be implemented at various sub-degree 

offering institutions. The Division of Language Studies at City University of Hong Kong 

implemented an Associate of Arts in Bilingual Communication Studies programme in 2002, 

in which students study a variety of English and Chinese courses. In 2003, another two 

options, English and Japanese, and Chinese and Japanese, were added to the programme. 

Unlike the Applied Japanese Studies programme, the Japanese courses in this programme 

focused on practical language skills including business Japanese and bilingual translation 

and interpretation, but the Japan-related subject was limited to a course on Japanese 

culture
800

. Nevertheless, as the skills in English and Chinese had always been considered 

important in Hong Kong, the combination of Japanese and English or Chinese attracted 

both potential students’ and their parents’ attention. The College of Higher Vocational 

Studies became a self-financing unit and was established as Community College of City 

University in 2004. Even after the change of status, both the Applied Japanese Studies and 

Bilingual Communication Studies programmes have proved popular.  
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The Division of Language Studies also provided an elective Japanese course. The 

courses called General Japanese I and II were designed for Higher Diploma/Associate 

Degree students who were majoring in disciplines other than Japanese and was offered 

from the 1998 academic year
801

. Although it was a beginner-level introductory course, it 

became very popular with over 400 students enrolled in the 1999 academic year
802

. 

Similarly elective Japanese courses were offered at the Department of Chinese, Translation 

and Linguistics of City University for degree students. 

As the number of students who would be admitted to degree programmes has been 

limited, the demand for sub-degree programmes, such as Associate Degree or Higher 

Diploma programmes, has become stronger. Apart from Community College of City 

University, other sub-degree providers began to offer Japanese-related programmes. 

The School of Professional and Continuing Education of the University of Hong 

Kong, which was developed from the former Department of Extramural Studies and is now 

commonly known as HKU SPACE, began its Associate Degree programme under its 

Community College unit. HKU SPACE Community College was founded in 2000 to 

provide sub-degree education at the Associate Degree and Higher Diploma level. The 

Associate of Arts in Japanese Studies programme was implemented in 2008 as a two-year 

full-time programme
803

. One of the objectives of the programme is to provide students with 

a broad-based arts education as well as a strong foundation in Japanese studies
804

. As the 

programme is designed to prepare students to be articulated into degree programmes, a 

heavy emphasis is put on general education courses in order to fit the programme structure 

of degree programmes. Therefore, as core specialism, only two Japanese courses are 

offered, and as generic skills subjects, courses on English, Chinese including Putonghua, 

multimedia and mathematics for business are studied. Students are also required to take 
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general education courses such as understanding social problems in Hong Kong, global 

and local cultures, science in society, food and the body or logic and critical thinking
805

. As 

elective subjects, three Japanese-related courses, introduction to Japanese business, 

introduction to Japanese studies and understanding Japanese popular culture, are offered. 

Yet, the total number of Japanese courses is fairly limited at HKU SPACE Community 

College. 

Hong Kong Community College, the sub-degree providing unit of the Hong Kong 

Polytechnic University, also began a Japanese-related associate degree programme. An 

Associate in Language and Culture programme aims at providing students with knowledge 

related to Putonghua, Japanese, and Asian history and culture
806

. In the programme, 

students study a number of Japanese subjects to acquire proficiency in Japanese and 

knowledge in Japanese culture as well as Chinese-related courses including Putonghua and 

business Chinese. Just like Associate of Arts in Japanese Studies of HKU SPACE 

Community College, the programme structure of the Associate in Language and Culture at 

Hong Kong Community College focuses more on general education and generic studies, 

compared with the Japanese-related Associate Degree programmes of Community College 

of City University. Out of ten compulsory courses, only two courses are Japanese subjects 

and the rest includes Chinese civilization, Chinese for business and administration, mass 

media and culture, and Putonghua, although students can take two more Japanese subjects 

as electives
807

.  

The School of Continuing and Professional Studies at the Chinese University of 

Hong Kong, known as CUHKSCS, also became a provider of Japanese-related 

programmes. In 2007, a Higher Diploma in Contemporary Japanese programme was 

implemented at the School. It is offered as 2-year or 3-year full-time programme 
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depending on the students’ academic background, that is, two years for Form 7 graduates 

and three years for Form 5 graduates
808

. The programme aims at training Japanese 

specialists for the private and public sectors
809

. As a Higher Diploma programme, its 

courses are of practical nature. Apart from basic Japanese skills courses, it provides 

courses on Japanese essay writing, presentation skills, Japanese in newspaper, translation 

between Chinese and Japanese, selected topics on contemporary Japanese, and so on
810

.   

Responding to the popularity of Higher Diploma in Contemporary Japanese, a 

new Japanese-related programme was implemented at CUHKSCS in 2010. A Higher 

Diploma in Trilingual Studies for Business Communication programme is another unique 

sub-degree programme. The programme aims at equipping students with communication 

skills and at enhancing bilingual skills in English and Chinese in the business context. In 

addition to that, students are expected to develop skills in another language one of either 

Japanese or Korean
811

. It offers a variety of English and Chinese courses, such as reading 

and writing skills in English/Chinese, English presentation skills, business Putonghua, or 

commercial translation
812

. Apart from these, students who choose Japanese as the third 

language are required to take Japanese-related courses including Japanese language 

courses, selecting topics from Japanese business culture, Japanese history, culture and 

literature
813

. 

The Community College at Lingnan University offers a unique programme 

structure in its Japanese-related programme. A three-year full-time Higher Diploma in 

Japanese Studies programme accepts second year entry for Form 7 graduates under the 
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condition of possessing Level N5 (since 2011 entry) or Level 4 of the Japanese Language 

Proficiency Test or equivalent
814

. Form 7 graduates without Japanese qualifications and 

Form 5 graduates are admitted to the Diploma in Japanese Studies which is considered as 

Year 1 of the Higher Diploma programme. Although the required Japanese qualification is 

not a high level, it allows the programme to provide reasonably high attainment in 

Japanese proficiency. The programme offers Japan-related components including Japanese 

history and Sino-Japanese relations, Japanese popular culture and Japanese business and 

finance, as well as Japanese language components such as Japanese kanji and vocabulary, 

Japanese listening comprehension and speaking, reading comprehension and grammar
815

. 

The new development at the tertiary institutions in the 2000s contributed to the 

rapid expansion of demand. The most prominent feature of this period was the 

commencement of postgraduate level programmes in Japanese studies. As the first growth 

of Japanese studies at the tertiary level was in the 1970s, Hong Kong’s Japanese studies 

have established themselves in only 30 years. At the same time, the Japanese studies field 

expanded to the sub-degree education as well. This proves that a wide variety of demand 

has emerged, which fuelled a sudden increase in the number of Japanese learners in the 

2000s.   

Similar tendencies were observed at private language schools that offer Japanese 

courses. The general trend during this period was continuous growth in the 1990s and new 

developments leading to the rapid expansion in the 2000s. 

At the Japanese course affiliated to the Consulate-General of Japan in Hong Kong, 

the popularity of the course and the development in different directions continued to be 

observed. In the first half of the 1990s, the total number of students was about 800-900 

each year, and about 900 persons sat for the selection examination to compete for 280-320 
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places every year
816

. 

 

 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 

No. of students 780 812 843 884 940 943 914 1,431 1,504 

Table 9.1: Total number of students at the Japanese Language Course affiliated with the Consulate-General of Japan. (Data 

from Japan Information & Cultural Centre (1998) pp.11--10) 

 

In 1992, a course on Japan’s current affairs commenced
817

. As most Japanese language 

schools focused on the language courses, the introduction of Japan’s current affairs course 

was unique at that time. In 1997, a renovation of classrooms and restructuring of course 

structure were carried out
818

. It is obvious that this was a reflection of growing demand. 

Through this exercise, the number of classes drastically increased, while the number of 

students per class was reduced in order to enhance students’ learning. Accordingly the 

number of teaching staff also increased.  

In 2000, the Japanese language course which had been run by Japan Information 

& Cultural Centre of the Consulate-General of Japan in Hong Kong was transferred to the 

Japan Society of Hong Kong, and was renamed as the Japan Society of Hong Kong 

Japanese language course
819

. The course structure and teaching staff were also transferred 

to the new course. A new achievement of this period was the commencement of a radio 

programme “Go Go Japan 1” in 2004 produced by Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK), 

for which the staff of the Japan Society of Hong Kong Japanese language course were 

involved in the course design
820

. A Hong Kong pop star was appointed to promote the 

26-lesson programme for the joint project between RTHK and the Japan Society of Hong 

Kong
821

. The radio programme was also provided as e-learning material and was made 

                                                   
816 Japan Information & Cultural Centre (1998) pp.11-12 
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819 The Japan Society of Hong Kong (2008) p.6 
820 Ibid., p.7 
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available on the internet. As a continuation of the series, “Go Go Japan 2” and “Go Go 

Japan 3” were produced and broadcast in 2005 and 2007 respectively
822

. 

Another new attempt was to design a summer course for school students started in 

2004, in which primary and secondary school students learned simple Japanese oral skills 

with some Japanese cultural exchanges
823

. As was mentioned earlier, most Japanese 

learners in Hong Kong used to be adults. However, this course attracted 450 students for 

the first year, which proved that there was a demand from the young generation. 

Responding the popularity of the summer course, Hong Kong’s first certificate course in 

Japanese for school students was implemented in the same year, in which 250 school 

students enrolled
824

. The 2-year certificate course not only taught practical conversation 

skills in Japanese but also provided students with the opportunities to experience Japanese 

traditional culture, such as sado (tea ceremony), yukata wearing, bon-odori (Japanese folk 

dance), and to visit the Consulate-General of Japan in Hong Kong
825

. The number of 

applications always exceeded places. As the demand from the graduates of the course was 

high, the certificate course for primary/secondary school students was extended to a 4-year 

course which comprised a 2-year beginner programme and a 2-year intermediate 

programme
826

. 

In fact, the demand for Japanese learning from the school age generation had 

gradually appeared since the 1990s, but there were very few courses that met the demand. 

It was only in the late 1990s that the Japanese education sector began considering to design 

special courses to meet the needs of this generation, and the idea came to fruition in the 

new century
827

. Some language schools established courses for school children, while 
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825 Ibid. p.10 
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some secondary schools organized Japanese classes as extra-curricular activities
828

. 

Around that period, an epoch-making change was made. For the first time in Hong 

Kong, Japanese was adopted in the school curriculum as a compulsory subject at a 

secondary school. In 2002, Shun Tak Fraternal Association Yung Yau College began 

Japanese language teaching for all students there
829

. The school was established in 2001, 

and this policy of a new school drew attention from the education sector not only of 

Japanese teaching but also of secondary education in general.  

Following this new movement, other schools started to seriously consider offering 

a similar course. Within two years, three secondary schools had begun to teach Japanese as 

a compulsory subject and several more as an extra-curricular activity
830

. Along with the 

educational reform that Hong Kong was undergoing, it was considered that the new trend 

in Japanese language education should be nurtured. The Society of Japanese Language 

Education Hong Kong actively supported the commencement of Japanese classes at 

secondary schools and published a textbook designed for Hong Kong’s school students
831

. 

Thus, Japanese language education came to be included in the school curriculum. 

Previously, one of the distinct features of Hong Kong’s Japanese studies was the fact that 

there had been only a very low proportion of learners in the school generation. The 

appearance of this new group of learners, therefore, had a strong impact on the general 

situation of Japanese studies in Hong Kong. It can be considered that Japanese studies in 

Hong Kong, which were predominantly pursued by adults, started to show a different 

characteristic. As Table 9.2 shows, the number of students who learn Japanese at the 

primary or secondary education level grew rapidly at the turn of the century. Although the 

2009 survey revealed a slight decrease, which was considered to be partly caused by a 
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lower response rate
832

, it was a big increase on the whole in only ten years. Taking into 

consideration the fact that courses for school children had become very popular, the 

growing proportion of this category of learners would change the general image of 

Japanese studies in Hong Kong and bring about a new wave. It is against this background 

that the private sector introduced more courses targeting the younger generation. 

 

 1998 2003 2006 2009 

No. of students 0 1,612 3,614 3,171 

No. of institutions 0 10 56 39 

Table 9.2: Number of learners and primary/secondary schools where Japanese is taught. (Data from the Japan Foundation) 

 

Apart from the Japan Society of Hong Kong’s Japanese language course, many 

other language schools started to offer courses for school children, mostly as short summer 

courses
833

. It has become very common to see advertisements for such courses at some of 

the large Japanese language schools.  

For example, Daiichi Japanese Language and Culture School, re-named from 

Daiichi Japanese Language School, offers an introductory course for secondary school 

students
834

. After the 15-hour course, students can continue their Japanese learning at the 

beginner-level class. Similarly, Pasona Education, another very popular language school in 

Hong Kong, has implemented a summer Japanese beginner course for young people 

designed specifically for primary school students aged 8 to11 and secondary school 

students aged 12 to 16
835

. Nikkei Japanese Language School, one of the best-known 

Japanese language schools in Hong Kong due to its intensive promotions on TV and in 

                                                   
832 The Japan Foundation (2011) 
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834 Daiichi Japanese Language and Culture School website: 

http://www.daiichi-school.edu.hk/index_s.htm accessed on 4 July 2011 
835 Pasona Education website: http://www.pasona.edu.hk/eng/index.aspx accessed on 4 
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newspapers, also has a summer Japanese course for children as well as for teenagers
836

. 

The Japanese learning boom among school children was even more accelerated 

with the introduction of the Hong Kong Secondary School Students Japanese Speech 

Contest in 2005 organized by Society of Japanese Language Education Hong Kong
837

. 

Since the first contest, the winner at the contest has been invited to the Japanese Speech 

Award organized by a Japanese non-profit organization, Education Guardianship Group as 

the Hong Kong representative
838

. Some of the contestants came from schools in which 

Japanese was taught as a compulsory subject or an extra-curricular activity, while some 

were those who were studying Japanese at language schools. The fact that a number of 

secondary school students have competed for the speech contest is more proof that there 

has been an increasing demand for Japanese studies from the young generation.  

Changes have been observed in terms of the demand from adult learners of 

Japanese. During the Period of Growth of Demand, adult learners were the large majority 

of Hong Kong’s learners of Japanese, who usually studied the language at private 

institutions. The courses for this group provided mostly basic Japanese language skills. The 

category of adult learners is still a core part of Hong Kong’s Japanese learners even though 

a new category of school generation has gradually emerged
839

. However, one of the 

differences from the past situation is the types of courses available in the market. A wide 

variety of Japanese courses have become available.  

For example, the School of Professional and Continuing Education of the 

University of Hong Kong known as HKU SPACE, as one of the leading institutions for 

lifelong learning, offers courses ranging from short summer courses to full-time certificate 

courses in Japanese. The short courses are introductory interest classes of 18 to 20 hours
840

. 
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Here too, one of the courses is designed for teenagers. The certificate courses are 7- to 

8-week full-time courses of 120 hours, which range from beginner level to advanced. 

Other short courses include preparatory courses for the Japanese Language Proficiency 

Test of different levels and for the Business Japanese Proficiency Test
841

. There are very 

unique courses offered at HKU SPACE as well, such as a short course on Kansai dialect, 

Japanese sake appreciation, Japanese flower arrangement, Japanese kana calligraphy, and 

so on
842

. The demand for these types of courses did not appear until recently, which is an 

indication that a new kind of demand has been growing in Hong Kong. 

The School of Continuing and Professional Studies of the Chinese University of 

Hong Kong, or CUHKSCS, also offers various Japanese courses. A certificate course in 

Japanese language and a certificate and diploma course in business Japanese are among the 

choices
843

. These are designed as part-time evening courses in order to meet the needs from 

working people. Another category is general short courses to provide basic training in 

Japanese language from the beginner level to advanced level. Like those of HKU SPACE, 

preparatory courses for Japanese Language Proficiency Test are offered in this category. 

Apart from these general short courses in Japanese including one for secondary school 

students, more practical courses have become available
844

. A course in translation between 

Chinese and Japanese aims at providing deeper understanding of the cultural differences in 

Hong Kong and Japan through translation exercises
845

. Because the course requires the 

applicants to possess the Japanese language ability of N2 level or above for the Japanese 

Language Proficiency Test, it can provide learners with advanced level Japanese language 

skills. Meanwhile, courses on Japanese word processing, data processing and Power Point 

presentation skills are designed for people who have received over 400 contact hours of 
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Japanese learning. 

At the lifelong learning unit of other tertiary institutions too, courses on Japanese 

language have been offered. In addition to these courses, those offered by the Hong Kong 

Trade Development Council are noteworthy. As its Japanese business language course had 

proved popular in developing written Japanese skills, another spoken Japanese course 

which would cover language, customs and business practice in Japan was launched in 

1994
846

. The uniqueness of the course is obvious even from the host organization. As the 

main duty of the Hong Kong Trade Development Council is to create opportunities for 

Hong Kong companies by promoting trade in goods and services
847

, the courses were 

specifically designed for business people to equip themselves with language skills. Such 

Japanese courses that aimed at practical usage in business context were still very limited at 

that time. The course even provided a five-day educational tour of Japan for the most 

outstanding advanced course student
848

.  

 

It has so far been described how the area of Japanese studies in Hong Kong has 

expanded since the 1990s. A number of courses and programmes were implemented in 

order to meet the diversifying demand. However, not all of these courses and programmes 

continued to be offered.  

For example, the BA (Hons) in Languages with Business programme at the Hong 

Kong Polytechnic University, which had been very popular for its unique programme 

structure, ceased to be offered. First, in 2002, the programme was restructured to allow 

students to take only Japanese as their secondary focus next to English
849

. German and 

French, which used to be among the options for the secondary focus, were removed from 

the programme curriculum. Later, the programme itself was discontinued and consequently 
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there were no Japanese major programmes available. Currently at the undergraduate level, 

Japanese is only offered as a minor programme in Japanese business communication, for 

which students take four Japanese courses on business interaction and two elective 

Japanese courses
850

.  

Even at postgraduate level, the discontinuation of programmes occurred. The MA 

in Japanese Language and Culture programme at HKU SPACE, which was operated with 

Osaka University of Foreign Studies, faded out and no Japanese programmes at 

postgraduate level are currently offered at HKU SPACE
851

. Similarly, the MA programme 

in Japanese Language and Teaching at the Chinese University of Hong Kong has 

suspended the acceptance of applications since the 2010 admission
852

. With the withdrawal 

of these two postgraduate programmes, the MA programme in Japanese Studies for the 

Professions at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University is currently the only one at the level 

in Hong Kong. 

Thus, while there have been many new programmes implemented during the 

period since the 1990s, there were certain programmes that have been closed down. Yet, 

the discontinuation of programmes and courses has been less visible than the 

implementation of new programmes and courses. In other words, it can be considered that 

the field of Japanese studies in Hong Kong has generally developed in different directions.  

 

To summarize, the 1990s was defined as the stable growth of demand. The boom 

of Japanese studies that started in the 1980s continued in the 1990s with some new 

characteristics. At the tertiary education sector, the foundations of which were laid by the 

1980s was strengthened in the 1990s by the implementation of Japanese-major degree 

                                                   
850 The Hong Kong Polytechnic University website: 

http://www.cbs.polyu.edu.hk/programmes/minors-JBC.php accessed on 8 July 2011 
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852 The Chinese University of Hong Kong website: 

http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/jas/english/student/frame_ma_studies.html accessed on 8 July 

2011 

http://www.cbs.polyu.edu.hk/programmes/minors-JBC.php
http://hkuspace.hku.hk/
http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/jas/english/student/frame_ma_studies.html


250 

 

programmes. By the early 1990s, most tertiary institutions had started Japanese courses as 

elective subjects.  

For the private sector too, the 1990s was the period of continuous growth. 

Although there were no prominent changes observed, the numbers of learners in the private 

language schools grew constantly. As was evidenced by the fact that the classroom 

capacity was increased with the renovation responding to the increasing students’ 

enrolment at the Japanese Language Course affiliated with the Consulate General of Japan 

in Hong Kong, the interest in learning Japanese among local people became clearer.  

Then the further expansion occurred in the 2000s. What has characterized 

Japanese studies at the tertiary level was the implementation of post-graduate programmes 

and sub-degree programmes. Until the 1990s, Japanese studies courses at Hong Kong’s 

tertiary institutions were mainly carried out either in Japanese-major degree programmes, 

combined-mode programmes with business elements or as an elective subject of a degree 

curriculum. The expansion of this trend in both the higher degree and sub-degree direction 

clearly indicates that different kinds of demand for Japanese studies have emerged.  

Another new trend that was prominent in the 2000s was the commencement of 

Japanese courses for the school generation. Until the 1990s, there was very little demand 

observed from the primary and secondary school generation. However, in the private 

language schools in the 2000s, various Japanese courses for secondary school or primary 

school students, from summer courses to certificate courses, came to be seen. Japanese was 

also adopted as a compulsory subject in the curriculum at one secondary school, which was 

followed by some other schools introducing Japanese courses in their curriculum or as an 

extra-curricular activity. As Hong Kong’s Japanese studies were usually occupied by adult 

learners, the expansion to the school children has changed the general image. The demand 

from this new group of learners has contributed to the great increase in the number of 

Japanese learners during the period. 



251 

 

A further development was also seen in the lifelong learning sector. In the past, a 

large majority of this category focused on general Japanese language learning. Even 

though different levels were made available, they were basically all language courses. 

Recently, a wider variety of demand has been observed, from calligraphy classes to 

Japanese dialect classes. This trend has appeared as the next step of those who have 

acquired the basic Japanese language skills. With the further growth of Japanese education, 

it is anticipated that even more diversified demand will come to be seen.  

Thus, the period since the 1990s is defined as the Period of Expansion of Demand. 

With the continuing development in Hong Kong’s Japanese studies that originally began in 

the 1960s, new types of demand came to be realized. In the following chapter, it will be 

analyzed what made the demand for Japanese studies so diversified during this period.  
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Chapter 10 Weakened Insecurity and Secured Japanese Presence 

 

In the previous chapter, it was clarified that the period since the 1990s was 

characterized in terms of the expansion of demand for Japanese studies in Hong Kong. The 

Japanese language education in Hong Kong, which had shown a rapid growth especially 

since the 1970s, even further expanded since the 1990s. At the same time, new 

developments in the Japanese studies were identified. In this chapter, what caused the 

further expansion and new developments will be investigated. First, the presence of 

Japanese in Hong Kong during this period will be examined. It was previously described 

that the existence of Japanese became more visible from the 1970s. A particular attention 

will be drawn to whether the situation differs from that period. Second, the development in 

the accessibility between Hong Kong and Japan will be examined. Next, it will be 

considered what effect the economic development of the two regions had on the expansion 

of Japanese studies. Finally, other factors which have influenced especially on the new 

types of demand for Japanese studies will be presented.  

   

The number of Japanese residents in Hong Kong gives some idea of the presence 

of Japanese in Hong Kong society. The census carried out in 1991 confirmed that the 

number of Japanese residing in Hong Kong exceeded 10,000 for the first time (Figure10.1). 

Although the total population of Hong Kong has been increasing throughout the period, the 

number of Japanese residents, which had nearly doubled in five years from 1991, showed a 

sudden drop in the 2001 census and a further decrease in the 2006 by-census. In terms of 

the Japanese population in Hong Kong, it can be said that the mid-1990s was a turning 

point. 
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Figure 10.1: Number of Japanese in Hong Kong and Hong Kong’s total population from 1991 to 2006. (Data from Census and 

Statistics Department (1992), (1997), (2002b) and (2007)) 

 

During the Period of Growth of Demand, it was analyzed that the increase of the 

number of Japanese residents raised the presence of Japanese in Hong Kong, and it 

corresponded to the development of Japanese studies. As far as the number of Japanese 

residents during the Period of Expansion of Demand is concerned, no direct correlation is 

observed with the continuous development of Japanese studies. Although the number of 

Japanese residents decreased from the late-1990s, it did not cause the immediate shrinkage 

of Japanese studies in the region. Rather, the demand for Japanese studies continued its 

expansion and new directions of the development were observed in the 2000s. It is worth 

mentioning, however, that both the number of Japanese learners and institutions in the 

survey conducted by the Japan Foundation and the number of examinees for the Japanese 

Language Proficiency Test have shown a decrease towards the late-2000s. This may mean 

that the decrease in the number of Japanese residents gradually affected the presence of 

Japanese, which resulted in the decrease in the number of Japanese learners.  

By observing the number of visitors from Japan to Hong Kong (Figure 10.2), a 

similar picture is drawn. It has not shown a simple rise. In the early 1990s, Japan was 

under a serious recession due to the collapse of its bubble economy. Hence, the number of 

visitors did not show a significant change. From 1995, a record-breaking boom of Japanese 
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visitors to Hong Kong occurred as the image of Hong Kong before returning to China itself 

became an attraction
853

. Moreover, the strong yen against the other currencies motivated 

Japanese people to visit Hong Kong under British sovereignty at its last stage, which 

caused the drastic increase. On the other hand, because many more visitors came to the 

British colony than usual, there was a huge drop after the handover
854

. A further decrease 

observed in 1998 was largely due to the occurrence of Asia’s financial crisis. Then it 

gradually recovered to the post-bubble economy level, but again dropped suddenly in 2003 

largely because of the outbreak of SARS. Since then, it has remained at almost the same 

level as the early 1990s with about 1.2-1.3 million visitors annually. Thus, the number of 

Japanese visitors to Hong Kong has repeated increases and decreases, which shows a 

similar tendency to the number of Japanese residents. Again it is considered that the 

decrease from the late-1990s had a gradual influence on the presence of Japanese. 

 

 

Figure 10.2: Number of Japanese visitors to Hong Kong in the past 20 years. (Data from Japan National Tourism Organization 

(2011) pp.208-209) 

 

On the other hand, the number of visitors from Hong Kong to Japan shows a 

slightly different tendency. In 1990, 152,563 Hong Kong people visited Japan, whereas the 
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number drastically increased to 508,691 in the 2010 data
855

. It means that an increase of 

over three times was observed in two decades, which is clearly different from the number 

of Japanese visitors into Hong Kong as it returned to the 1990 level in 2010 after some 

increases and decreases. It is obvious from the figures that Japan has become a common 

travel destination for Hong Kong people. However, by looking at the details, it becomes 

clear that the number of Hong Kong people visiting Japan does not demonstrate a simple 

one-way growth.  

 

 

Figure 10.3: Number of Hong Kong people visiting Japan in the past 20 years. (Data from Japan National Tourism Organization 

(2011) pp.208-209) 

 

The decrease from 1993 to 1995 was over 40 per cent in three years. One of the 

biggest reasons was the strong Japanese yen during the period. In August 1993, the 

exchange rate of Japanese yen against U.S. dollars recorded 100 yen
856

. As Hong Kong 

dollars are linked to U.S. dollars, the unfavourable exchange rate hit the tourism industry. 

It worsened in 1995, when 1 U.S. dollar was worth 79.75 Japanese yen. In addition, it was 

the year when the Great Hanshin and Awaji Earthquake caused serious damage, which was 

followed by a sarin attack on Tokyo’s subways by Aum Shinrikyo. These brought Hong 
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Kong people an insecure impression of Japan. A large drop in 1995 would be explained by 

these. 

With the gradual weakening of the Japanese yen and the commencement of 

issuance of multiple visas to Japan for British National Overseas (BNO) passport holders 

from 1996
857

, a sudden increase was observed. An interesting fact regarding Hong Kong 

tourists to Japan in this period was the style and major purpose of their trips. With the weak 

Japanese yen, Japan was apparently becoming a popular holiday destination especially for 

young people who said it was cheap and trendy to visit Japan
858

. Young people in their 20s 

and 30s came to make up the largest group of tourists from Hong Kong to Japan, and there 

were usually more women than men in the groups
859

. The main purpose of tourists 

travelling to Japan had previously been to visit places of scenic beauty and historic interest. 

By this period it had become to see the latest trends in fashion and other areas, to visit 

amusement parks and character goods shops, or to have authentic Japanese food
860

. 

The boom continued until 1998. Within three years from 1996, the number of 

visitors from Hong Kong to Japan tripled and exceeded 300,000. Then another drop 

occurred. The drop from 1998 was again considered to be caused largely by the strong 

Japanese yen at that time. After the highest hit in 1995, the Japanese yen exchange rate 

against U.S. dollars was slowly lowered, and it reached the level of nearly 145 yen to 1 

dollar in early 1998
861

. It fell to 115 yen level by the end of the year and below the 110 yen 

level at the end of 1999
862

. It is easily deduced that the strong Japanese yen discouraged 

Hong Kong people from visiting Japan. 

Yet, while the exchange rate issue was eased from the latter half of 2000, a new 
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Japanese visa policy for Hong Kong people, under which a three-year multiple visa was 

issued for Hong Kong people, gradually attracted them to travel to Japan. Although there 

was a slight decrease observed in 2003 largely due to the outbreak of SARS in the first half 

of the year, an increasing number of people visited Japan, which was accelerated by 

Japan’s waiving the tourist visa for Hong Kong people in 2004
863

. Interestingly, the 

tendency of strong Japanese yen since 2009 has not seriously affected the number. 

Although it decreased in 2009 after a global economic recession, it rose again in 2010 

despite the higher exchange rate for Japanese yen. It can be considered that there was 

stronger driving force attracting people to Japan. 

It is, however, expected that the number of Hong Kong visitors to Japan will fall 

sharply in 2011 because of the Great East Japan Earthquake, a massive earthquake and 

tsunami disaster that hit the northern part of Japan on 11 March 2011, and fears over the 

radioactive leakage caused by the malfunction of nuclear plants in Fukushima after the 

disaster. The Japanese tourism industry took a serious blow after the catastrophe with a 50 

per cent decrease in the number of foreign visitors in March compared with the previous 

year
864

. In fact, the Hong Kong government issued the Black Outbound Travel Alert for 

Fukushima Prefecture and Red Outbound Travel Alert for the rest of Japan on 12 March, 

the day after the earthquake
865

. The black travel alert was to urge Hong Kong residents in 

Japan to avoid all travel to Fukushima, while the red travel alert was to advise against 

non-essential travel. The black travel alert was extended to three more regions, Miyagi, 

Ibaraki and Iwate, on 15 March
866

. Most travel companies agreed with the Travel Industry 

Council that they should stop tours to Japan until 15 April
867

. Accordingly, most tours to 

Japan were cancelled, which caused a drastic decrease in the number of Hong Kong 
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visitors. For instance, one of Hong Kong’s popular travel agencies, Wing On Travel 

cancelled 121 groups affecting 2,300 customers
868

. It was further worsened in April, when 

only 5,800 Hong Kong people went to Japan, which was an 87.6 per cent plunge from 

46,598 a year before
869

. 

The tourism industry soon tried to improve the situation. Just in time for the 

Easter holiday, some companies resumed tours to less affected areas of Japan, such as 

Osaka, Hokkaido and Fukuoka, from 9 April
870

. Although the tours had lowered the prices, 

it did not bring many tourists back to Japan, as while fewer people were going to Japan, 

more were going to other places like Taiwan, Singapore and Malaysia
871

. One travel 

agency even offered a five-day tour to Osaka during Easter for HK$5,000, which was 

down from HK$12,000 in the previous Easter
872

. 

Although the situation has been gradually recovering, the damage to the industry 

is significant. More effort has been made by the local tourism industry. Cathay Pacific 

Airways, a leading airline company in Hong Kong, launched ‘We love Japan’ campaign on 

13 June, which was designed to encourage Japanese people to invite friends, relatives and 

colleagues from Hong Kong to Japan by offering 500 free round-trip tickets
873

. Other 

airline companies, such as Japan Airlines and All Nippon Airways, also offered special 

discount tickets to Hong Kong residents
874

. 

As a matter of fact, it is not only the tourism industry that has been badly affected 

by the disaster, especially the issues relating to the malfunction of Fukushima nuclear 

power plant. As concerns over the safety of imported food from Japan mounted, Hong 

Kong’s government officials gave assurance, just ten days after the quake, that the 
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foodstuffs imported from Japan were safe through the tests carried out on 211 batches of 

food
875

. Despite the assurance, however, it was reported that Hong Kong’s Japanese 

restaurants had lost an average 20 per cent in revenue by the end of March
876

, which means 

within three weeks after the quake. These restaurants did not depend entirely on 

ingredients imported from Japan, but people’s concerns over Japanese food kept people 

away from Japanese restaurants. The situation worsened with the news of the closure of a 

high-class Japanese restaurant in early April, which reportedly had lost 70 per cent of its 

business
877

.  

It was estimated that there were about 4,000 Japanese restaurants in Hong Kong 

with 800 run by Japanese chefs, and the rest operated by local owners
878

. The impact these 

restaurants received was huge. In order to reduce the loss in the industry, various attempts 

were made. A lawmaker in the catering sector invited other legislators, as well as some 

Food and Environmental Hygiene and Health bureau officials, to a sushi and sashimi lunch 

to promote the safety of Japanese food and help the Japanese food trade
879

. The Hong 

Kong Japanese Restaurant Association and the Hong Kong Catering Industry Association 

held a campaign at over 200 Japanese restaurants on four Wednesdays from 25 May to 15 

June offering selected dishes or products at half price
880

. While big Japanese restaurant 

chains then gradually recovered from three months of reduced business, smaller businesses 

and high-end outlets were still struggling to regain public confidence
881

.  

It has not yet been known whether the natural disaster in Japan will affect the 

development of Japanese studies in Hong Kong. However, a distinct feature as to how 

Hong Kong people perceive Japan has become clearer since the occurrence of the Great 

                                                   
875 South China Morning Post, 21 March 2011 
876 South China Morning Post, 30 March 2011 
877 South China Morning Post, 4 April 2011 
878 South China Morning Post, 26 April 2011 
879 The Standard, 31 March 2011 
880 South China Morning Post, 17 May 2011 
881 South China Morning Post, 31 May 2011 



260 

 

East Japan Earthquake.  

Once the news showing the tragic scenes of the disaster spread to Hong Kong, the 

local people responded to it quickly to offer helping hands. Many fundraising events and 

related activities were organized throughout Hong Kong. Just to give some examples, 

World Vision Hong Kong collected HK$12 million in 10 days after the quake
882

, while the 

Red Cross received HK$21 million in almost the same period
883

. The Consulate-General of 

Japan in Hong Kong received an average of HK$96,000 a day for the first two weeks after 

the disaster
884

. On 1 April, a charity concert was held named Artistes 311 Love beyond 

Borders, in which 173 local and foreign artists participated, raised HK$18 million
885

. By 

then, the total donations given by Hong Kong residents had exceeded HK$100 million, 

excluding the fundraising from Artistes 311 Love beyond Borders
886

.   

Apart from these large scale fundraising events, other charity activities were 

organized. In a campaign held on 20 March at a shopping mall, 5,000 origami paper cranes 

were made to express Hong Kong people’s solidarity with the Japanese in a tough time
887

. 

Many students at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University, including Japanese exchange 

students, gathered to send messages of support for Japan
888

. At the University of Hong 

Kong, a group of Japanese and local students, as well as academics, staged a fundraising 

mini-concert on the campus, while at Kennedy School, one of 16 schools run by the 

English Schools Foundation, raised more than HK$110,000 at an event held at the primary 

school
889

. At many restaurants and shops, donation boxes were set up. The owner of a 

Japanese restaurant decided to donate all the profit of one Sunday to the Red Cross relief 
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work
890

.  

Such news became very common in Hong Kong, which reveals how much Hong 

Kong people are concerned about Japan. Of course, it is not only Japan that Hong Kong 

people show their concern about. Similar events and activities were commonly seen when 

the 2008 Sichuan Earthquake or other natural disasters in other regions occurred. 

Nonetheless, from people’s attitudes towards the Japanese at this difficult time, it is 

obvious that Japan has already established strong presence in Hong Kong society. Their 

concerns and help for the 2008 Sichuan Earthquake are obviously understandable as Hong 

Kong is a part of China, and consists mostly of Chinese ethnicity. However, taking into 

consideration the fact that Japan is a foreign country, it can be concluded that Hong Kong 

people’s perception of Japan is both positive and strong. Without it, the amount of 

donations and the voices of support that were collected would not have been achieved. As 

was mentioned earlier, the number of Japanese residents or Japanese companies in Hong 

Kong does not show an increasing tendency. Therefore, there must be other factors that are 

strengthening the presence of Japan in Hong Kong. 

It is thus clear that the number of Hong Kong visitors to Japan experienced 

increases and decreases. Behind the decreases, several factors were recognized including 

the unfavourable exchange rate, financial crisis, the outbreak of disease, or natural 

disasters. On the other hand, the increases were supported by new policies regarding tourist 

visa as well as the favourable exchange rate. This has led to the three-fold increase since 

1990. Compared with the Period of Growth of Demand, therefore, it is obvious that Japan 

has become one of the most popular travel destinations for Hong Kong people. Even 

though the number of Japanese residents in Hong Kong and Japanese tourists visiting 

Hong Kong has recently become smaller, it does not mean that the presence of Japanese 

has become weaker. Regardless of occasional falls in the number of Hong Kong visitors to 

                                                   
890 South China Morning Post, 23 March 2011 



262 

 

Japan, the figures showed a significant increase in a long term. Japan has consequently 

established a status as one of the most popular travel destinations for Hong Kong people. 

The fact that Japan has been visited by more and more Hong Kong people contributed 

significantly to forming closeness to, and familiarity with Japan in their mind, which has 

strengthened the presence of Japanese.  

During the Period of Growth of Demand, the entry of Japanese popular culture 

into Hong Kong was considered to be one of the causes that raised the demand for 

Japanese studies. As was described earlier, Japanese popular culture gradually penetrated 

into Hong Kong people’s daily life from the 1970s mainly through television. At the early 

stage, Japanese cartoons or programmes for children that were broadcast through the local 

stations gained popularity among Hong Kong children.  

 

The popularity of Japanese culture in Hong Kong is often explained by the 

concept of ‘foreign but not-so-foreign’. Hong Kong people have been 

developing a high level of literacy in regard to Japanese cultural products 

through the serialized Japanese dramas and cartoons on the air since the 

1970s
891

. 

 

A sense of closeness to Japanese culture was nurtured with the introduction of Japanese TV 

programmes.  

Similarly Japanese popular songs entered the Hong Kong market from the 1970s 

first as cover songs of theme songs of Japanese cartoons or TV dramas sung by local 

singers. Japanese popular culture was thus commonly known to Hong Kong people, 

especially the young generation. The influence of Japanese popular culture has continued 

even in the Period of Expansion of Demand.  
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The boom of Japanese TV dramas occurred from the mid-to-late 1990s. Other 

popular contents which entered Hong Kong during this period included Japanese cartoons 

generally known as anime and Japanese comics. Although Japanese cartoons were 

broadcast from the early period of television viewing in Hong Kong, this early introduction 

of Japanese anime was done through TV broadcasts only, and the contents chosen were 

mainly for children. While the tendency of Hong Kong TV stations to rely heavily on 

importing Japanese cartoons has continued during the Period of Expansion of Demand, 

various kinds of anime quickly entered the Hong Kong market with a new technology 

called Video Compact Disc or VCD from the 1990s, which had a great impact especially 

on the Hong Kong youth.  

For example, in the cartoon category, Japanese offerings gained more popularity 

than American cartoons, which was reflected by a higher viewing rate.  

 

From today, the warm, friendly faces of Warner Brothers’ classic cartoon 

characters will appear regularly on the screens of those able to receive Cable 

TV. But with Japanese cartoons such as Dragonball Z dominating the prime 

time market on terrestrial stations, the Looney Tunes line-up is expected to 

struggle. Though hugged and surrounded by kids at a launch promotion 

yesterday, Bugs Bunny and Porky Pig are unlikely take the place of Wu-kung 

of Japanese kung-fu cartoon Dragonball Z
892

. 

 

Thus, Japanese anime on TV grabbed Hong Kong youth’s heart. Although some of 

Japanese cartoons were controversial for their violent and even obscene scenes
893

, they 

became the most popular children’s programmes in Hong Kong. The flow of Japanese 

anime was further brought in the daily life of the youth in Hong Kong by the spread of 
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pirated VCDs, which will be described below.  

 It can also be considered that the wide acceptance of Japanese anime was partly 

due to the emergence of a new parent generation who had grown up with Japanese anime 

themselves. 

 

In Hong Kong, Japanese cartoons and animation designs are still by far the 

most popular. We are no strangers to Japanese animations. After all, most of 

us grew up watching them on television or in the cinema
894

. 

 

Now, 1970s children who were exposed heavily to Japanese children’s programmes have 

become parents. This generation of parents are relatively less resistant to Japanese anime, 

and therefore it is easy for them to accept the habit of watching Japanese anime for their 

child’s generation. At the same time, the living standard of Hong Kong people improved 

much compared to the time when these parents were growing up. This improvement meant 

access to a variety of materials such as Japanese anime DVDs, or comic books. 

Replacing the video and laser disc, a new format called the video compact disc 

(VCD) was introduced and rapidly spread in Hong Kong from the mid-1990s. The VCD 

format is simply a CD-ROM that can hold about 45 minutes of moving images and audio 

to be played on the disc drive of a computer or an inexpensive player attached to a 

television
895

. This new technology became very popular in Asia except Japan because of its 

low cost and how easy it is to produce, reproduce, consume, exchange and throw away
896

. 

What made VCDs so popular in Hong Kong was the contents of the discs. Many Japanese 

serial dramas and prime-time shows as well as Japanese and Hollywood films were copied 

and circulated from the mid-1990s. These were done mostly illegally, without a licence. 
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Yet, people were attracted by the cheap price of VCDs, which was about 1/10 of authorized 

DVDs, although the quality of VCDs was much worse than that of DVDs
897

. Hong Kong’s 

young generation, particularly teenagers and working youth were attracted by the VCDs 

not simply because of the price but also the wide variety of choice.   

 

Audiences, especially students and young, style-conscious men and women, 

choose to watch VCDs because it --- the programs and the technology --- is 

an attractive alternative to Hong Kong television
898

. 

 

For the young generation, the programme choice of local TV stations was insufficient as 

there were only four channels, a half of which were English broadcasts, unless the paid 

Cable TV or satellite channels were available. On the other hand, VCDs could offer what 

they wanted to watch, from serial dramas to music shows in which their favourite stars 

appeared, whenever they wished. In that sense, VCDs met their demand, which further 

accelerated their popularity. 

Most of these pirated VCDs were produced in Taiwan and were exported from 

there to other Chinese communities including Hong Kong. One of the main reasons why 

the pirated VCDs were commonly produced in Taiwan was that Taiwan and Japan had a 

lax copyright agreement under which Taiwan was given the privilege of manufacturing a 

so-called ‘B copy’ of any Japanese product after 30 days if no other legal Taiwanese 

agencies secured the right of distribution
899

. It was through these pirated VCDs that 

Japanese TV dramas gained the popularity in Hong Kong. Not only serial dramas, but also 

music programmes or variety shows were copied, sub-titled and sold.  
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Its (Japanese popular culture’s) manifestations are not limited to manga, 

anime, or video games --- Japanese television programming is also in great 

demand. While some programs are actually licensed and broadcast in various 

East Asian countries, a great majority of them are not, and the East Asian 

public has resorted to purchasing readily available pirated copies
900

. 

 

Although these VCDs were illegal, they were very easily obtained through local shops and 

street hawkers and were highly popular with young people. Thus pirated VCDs contributed 

to spreading Japanese popular culture to the Hong Kong youth. 

Nevertheless, the copyright issue came to be spotlighted first by pressure from the 

U.S. government. Accordingly Hong Kong authorities seized 10 million pirated VCDs 

from an illegal manufacturer in May 1997, but Hong Kong was still put on the 

copyright-piracy-watch list by the US Trade Representative’s Office
901

. Although efforts by 

the Hong Kong government continued, the software piracy rate in 1998 remained high at 

59 per cent
902

. In that year, a total of 39 million discs worth HK$960 million were seized
903

. 

With the effort by Hong Kong authorities, such as a territory-wide campaign to educate 

customers, it was declared that the retail trade of pirated products in the territory was on 

the decline
904

. Furthermore, the Hong Kong government approved a bill that would place 

copyright offences under the territory’s Organized and Serious Crimes Ordinance, by 

which manufacturers of pirated goods would face heavier penalties, such as a maximum 

penalty of a HK$50,000 fine or four years’ imprisonment per disc seized and confiscation 

of assets
905

. As a result, shops or venues that sold pirated CDs and VCDs rapidly 

disappeared from Hong Kong.   
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901 Decker (1998) p.6 
902 Moores & Dhillon (2000) p.90 
903 Mok (1999) p.76 
904 Ibid. 
905 Mok (2000a) p.12 



267 

 

However, these pirated CDs and VCDs were gradually replaced by illegal 

downloads through the internet. They were even easier and cheaper than obtaining pirated 

CDs and VCDs. With the advances in computer technology, these illegal acts penetrated 

into the life of Hong Kong youth. Ironically, however, they even helped Japanese popular 

culture further spread in Hong Kong. The Hong Kong government set up a seven-member 

anti-Internet-piracy task force in 2000 to tackle the illegal acts
906

. Yet, this issue of illegal 

downloads has still been unsolved. To some extent, the popularity of Japanese programmes 

has been retained by the illegal downloads. 

One phenomenon that indicates how much Japanese anime and comics have 

influenced Hong Kong’s young generation is the organization of an annual event called the 

Anime, Comic and Game Hong Kong Convention (ACGHK), which began life as the 

Hong Kong Comics Festival in 1999. This event, the biggest of its kind in Hong Kong 

attracts hundreds of thousands of visitors. In 2010, more than 500 booths featuring 

everything from animations, comics and games were set up, and 680,000 people visited the 

event
907

, which was followed by a 2.2 per cent increase in 2011 with 696,000 visitors
908

. 

The event started with 220,000 visitors in 1999, and the number has kept growing since 

then, more than a three-fold increase in 12 years
909

. Each year, several celebrities are 

invited to the event, including Japanese cartoonists or singers
910

. Not only the booths 

selling anime DVDs, comics, or cosplay (dressing up as comic book characters) outfits, but 

also competitions open to the public attract visitors.  

The boom of cosplay also came into Hong Kong from Japan. Cosplay, which is 

derived from “costume play”, is an activity in which people simply imitate favourite 

characters in comic books, anime, computer games or even Japanese TV shows, movies or 
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bands by dressing up like them
911

. It gained popularity especially among young people in 

Hong Kong from the time when the first Hong Kong Comics Festival was held. At the 

ACGHK, Hong Kong’s biggest cosplay competitions are held, in which people transform 

themselves into their favourite character, for HK$6,000 in prize money
912

. 

Anime fans also gathered at concerts held by two of the biggest names in anime 

theme songs from Japan. The so-called king and queen of anison (anime theme songs) 

appeared at the 2007 Anime Japan Fes for their performance and returned to Hong Kong 

for another concert in 2009, a special one-night-only performance to celebrate the 40
th

 

anniversary of their debut
913

. Actually it is quite rare in Hong Kong to have such a concert 

by an anime song singer as anime theme songs in Hong Kong are usually sung by popular 

singers. This is proof that Japanese anime has been well received in Hong Kong. 

Similarly, Japanese popular music was spread in Hong Kong through pirated CDs. 

The main difference from the spread of Japanese TV dramas was that as licensed Japanese 

music CDs were easily available at any CD shop, the influence of pirated CDs was limited 

compared with Japanese dramas. Nonetheless, in 1999, for example, it was estimated that 

the piracy accounted for about 60 per cent of CD sales
914

. This explains that people 

preferred the cheaper version even though the quality of the products was poorer. However, 

just like pirated VCDs, the availability of pirated CDs has rapidly reduced as the control 

over piracy tightened. Then the role that pirated CDs played was taken over by a new 

technology. 

Although Japanese popular music came to be known to Hong Kong people from 

the 1970s through the television, advances in internet technology contributed to the further 

spread of Japanese popular music in Hong Kong. Behind this, it appears that the change in 

strategies of Japanese music companies has had a significant impact. They actively utilize 
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the new technology for promotion. Internet tools, such as YouTube and Facebook, have 

become very important platforms for the music companies to promote their singers and 

bands because frequently updated information can easily be provided through these 

platforms
915

. This has enhanced the accessibility of Japanese music for Hong Kong people. 

No matter whether it was through pirated CDs or new internet tools, Japanese 

popular music has penetrated into Hong Kong people’s daily life, especially for the young 

generation. The trend had actually been observed even in the Period of Growth of Demand, 

but the major difference is Japanese musicians’ perception of the Asian market. It is true 

that some Japanese singers held concerts in Hong Kong even in the 1980s. In 1983 alone, 

for example, some big names including Kyu Sakamoto, Masatoshi Nakamura, and Mayumi 

Itsuwa came to Hong Kong to perform
916

. These were, however, rare cases of Japanese 

singers giving performances in Hong Kong at that time. 

Then, as more and more Japanese popular songs have come to be known to Hong 

Kong people since the 1990s, Hong Kong, as well as other Asian regions, has become an 

important market for Japanese singers. This has laid the foundation for them to advance 

their career to Asia. As the Asian market is huge, Japanese pop singers look for 

opportunities to enter the market. Naturally, it has become more common to see concerts 

by Japanese singers in Hong Kong. For many of Japanese artists, it is now unusual not to 

have a Hong Kong date on their tours
917

. The types of Japanese popular music available 

also vary from pop rock, folk rock, punk-pop, to R&B, dance, and acoustic
918

, which 

attract Hong Kong youngsters’ attention. 

Thus, the presence of Japanese has become stronger than before through the 

penetration of Japanese popular culture in Hong Kong since the 1990s. Although the 

number of Japanese residents and Japanese companies in Hong Kong and Japanese visitors 
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to Hong Kong has not shown an increase great enough to influence Hong Kong people’s 

perception of Japan, the existence of Japan has come to be felt easily by local people with 

the spread of Japanese popular culture. In addition, with the improvement in living 

standards of Hong Kong people in general, more and more people have had the chance to 

visit Japan. These factors have created a sense of psychological and physical closeness to 

Japan in Hong Kong people’s mind. As the young generation is more easily affected by the 

spread of popular culture through anime, comics, games and popular songs, a demand for 

Japanese studies from this generation has gradually emerged. It is one of the characteristics 

that differentiate this period from the Period of Growth of Demand, when the demand for 

Japanese studies was mostly from adults who expected and pursued the financial benefit by 

equipping themselves with Japanese language ability. 

Japan continues to be one of Hong Kong’s important trading partners, remaining 

the third largest after China and the United States. However, in this field, China’s position 

has become far more significant than any other regions. Japan’s importance in Hong 

Kong’s external trade was more prominent in the 1970s when Japan was the second largest 

partner. Even in the 1980s when China surpassed Japan and U.S.A. to take over the top 

position, the well-performing Japanese economy never lost Hong Kong people’s attention 

as China’s potential was yet unknown and people felt insecure about the communist 

country. The importance of Japan’s position in the economic relations with Hong Kong 

explained the popular demand for business-related Japanese programmes at the tertiary 

level. 

However, the situation changed after 1990, especially with the burst of Japan’s 

bubble economy in the early 1990s (Figure 10.4).  
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Figure 10.4: Total external trade with China, USA and Japan in the past 20 years. (Data from Census and Statistics Department) 

 

Even though the total trade with Japan did not show a decrease immediately after the 

economic downturn, Hong Kong people lost confidence in Japan, who had been leading 

the world’s economy. At the same time, China was experiencing extremely fast economic 

growth. Therefore, people’s attention gradually shifted more to China economically. The 

economy of Japan has not shown full recovery since then. This implies that people’s 

demand for Japanese studies in this regard has weakened compared to the 1980s, when 

people considered that they would benefit from learning Japanese because there were 

plenty of career opportunities in the market at that time. Although the opportunities appear 

to have lessened, they still exist now. It is evidenced by the fact that many practical 

Japanese programmes have been implemented since the 1990s. The difference from the 

1980s is, however, that it does not comprise the major reason for demand for Japanese 

studies.   

With the positive growth of the Hong Kong economy, educational opportunities 

for local people have widened. As a Special Administrative Region of the People’s 

Republic of China, Hong Kong is allowed to formulate its own educational policies
919

. 
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Japanese studies in Hong Kong, to some extent, benefits from this. For example, the Hong 

Kong government implemented a new scheme called the Continuing Education Fund 

(CEF) in 2002 to provide subsidies to people who pursue continuing education so as to 

prepare Hong Kong’s workforce for the knowledge-based economy
920

. It was first open to 

any Hong Kong resident aged 18 to 60 without a university degree who enrolled in a 

reimbursable course, for which 80 per cent of the course fee or HK$10,000 (whichever 

sum was less) was reimbursed, and in 2003 the eligibility was extended to degree holders 

as well
921

. The reimbursable courses were selected from areas including logistics, financial 

services, China business, tourism, language, design and interpersonal and intrapersonal 

skills for the workplace
922

. Initially, about 300 courses were approved as the reimbursable 

courses
923

, but the language courses were limited to Chinese and English to reflect the 

government’s ‘bilateral and trilingual’ policy. Then in 2004, the coverage of the CEF was 

extended to French, German and Japanese courses in the domain of language
924

. The fact 

that Japanese was included in the CEF had a significant meaning. 

 

“In making the decision, we adhered to the principle that the Fund should be 

used to subsidise training which would be conductive to the economic 

development of Hong Kong and as such, only courses from economic sectors 

with high growth potential and manpower requirement or skill domains 

where our workforce may be deficient are to be under the CEF”
925

. 

 

In a sense, Japanese courses gained official status as a potential area which would 
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contribute to the economic development of Hong Kong. The inclusion of Japanese courses 

into the CEF was therefore attractive to people who considered learning Japanese for their 

career development as well as people who wished to learn it for their personal interest. The 

financial assistance under the CEF encouraged people to study the approved continuing 

education courses. In fact, as was mentioned earlier, the survey conducted by the Japan 

Foundation revealed that the number of Japanese learners in Hong Kong showed a sudden 

growth in the 2006 survey compared with the 2003 survey. The increase was partly owing 

to the extension of coverage of the CEF courses. Currently 85 Japanese courses from 25 

institutions are listed as the reimbursable courses, ranging from general language courses 

at private language schools to Higher Diploma or Associate Degree programmes at tertiary 

institutions
926

.  

Not only has the CEF helped people access continuing education courses, it has 

also created new job opportunities. For example, as far as Japanese language education is 

concerned, an introduction of new courses and expansion of existing courses have been 

observed since the implementation of the CEF
927

. Accordingly, qualified teachers of 

Japanese have been in great demand. This has inspired the recent introduction of teacher 

training programmes at a higher level, such as the MA programme in Japanese Language 

and Teaching at the Chinese University of Hong Kong and the MA in Japanese Language 

and Culture programme at HKU SPACE. For people who wish to be engaged in the 

Japanese language education field but who have little teaching experience and no 

university degrees, a teacher training course has been offered by the Society of Japanese 

Language Education Hong Kong
928

.   

By the end of June 2011, over 564,000 applications for the CEF had been 

approved, of which 200,000 applications were made for language courses, accounting for 
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35 per cent of the total number of applications
929

. This has made language courses the most 

popular category of all. The total reimbursement under the CEF has reached nearly HK$3 

billion. Although Japanese courses do not occupy a large portion of the language courses, 

there is certain effect on the enrolment number of Japanese courses with the 

implementation of the scheme. It is reported that the estimated number of continuing 

education learners increased by 40 per cent in two years from about 0.96 million in 2003 to 

1.36 million in 2005, which proves the significance of the scheme for many Hong Kong 

people. 

Another new policy in education has affected the demand for Japanese studies. As 

a part of Hong Kong’s educational reform adopting the 3-3-4 system to be implemented in 

2012, it was decided to replace the two senior secondary examinations, namely the Hong 

Kong Certificate of Education Examination for Form 5 students and the Hong Kong 

A-levels Examination for Form 7 students, with a single Hong Kong Diploma of 

Secondary Education (HKDSE) Examination for Form 6 (to be called Senior Secondary 3) 

students as an entrance examination for a 4-year degree programme
930

. In the planning 

process, it was suggested that non-Chinese speaking students be able to choose one foreign 

language from French, German, Spanish, Japanese, Urdu and Hindi instead of the Chinese 

Language subject
931

. Under the policy, the ethnic minority students would be allowed to 

use a foreign language as an alternative substituting Chinese language, which was 

compulsory for local students. Schools offering these subjects were eligible to apply for the 

government’s grant to hire teachers
932

. However, it was expected that not many schools 

would offer these language subjects due to the limiting condition. Moreover, as far as 

Japanese is concerned, since the majority of Japanese children living in Hong Kong attend 
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Hong Kong Japanese School, there were very few of them who would study in the Hong 

Kong school system. As a result, there were very few students who would be eligible to 

take the Japanese test. 

The general entrance requirement for a university degree programme was 

announced in 2009. It would include 4 core subjects (English Language, Chinese Language, 

Mathematics and Liberal Studies) and one or two elective subjects
933

. It was then 

confirmed that the six foreign language subjects would be recognized as unspecified 

elective subjects. It means that even local students could choose Japanese as an elective 

subject although it could not replace Chinese Language. For example, a student can choose 

Japanese instead of another elective subject such as Chinese History, Chinese Literature, 

Biology, Chemistry, Business, Economics or Visual Arts. Although it is not yet known how 

many students will opt for Japanese, for those who have been learning Japanese with a 

keen interest in Japanese popular culture or things from Japan, the choice would be worth 

considering. The increase in the number of secondary schools offering Japanese courses 

which was mentioned earlier can also be considered to be benefitted by this new policy, 

because the schools could apply for the government’s grant.  

The inclusion of Japanese into the HKDSE examination as an elective subject, 

together with the approval of Japanese courses for the Continuing Education Fund, 

indicates the position of Japanese language learning in Hong Kong. It is generally 

considered to be in high demand and of great use. Because it was considered that the skills 

in Japanese would be practical and useful in Hong Kong society, Japanese courses were 

selected in the list of the CEF reimbursable courses. In addition, the presence of Japanese 

feeling familiar especially among the young generation with the flow of Japanese popular 

culture, Japanese became one of the elective subjects for the HKDSE examination. 

Consequently learning Japanese was encouraged by the psychological effect of being 
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supported by the government scheme. 

 

During the Period of Expansion of Demand, it was observed that new types of 

demand for Japanese studies had emerged. Along with ability in Japanese language, more 

Japanese-related professional knowledge and skills were demanded. This was actualized by 

the commencement of business-oriented Japanese programmes at the tertiary institutions, 

even at post-graduate level. It is considered that Japan’s position as the third largest trade 

partner of Hong Kong had some influence on the demand as it meshed with people’s 

pragmatic mentality. However, taking into consideration the fact that Japan’s economic 

situation has not yet fully recovered since the collapse of the bubble economy in the early 

1990s, it is very unlikely that such pragmatic motivation was the only driving force of the 

new demand. 

When the presence of Japanese in Hong Kong is taken into consideration, another 

influence on the demand becomes clear. The Japanese population in Hong Kong has not 

shown a striking increase in the Period of Expansion of Demand. It has rather been 

decreasing since Hong Kong’s return to China. With the Asian financial crisis that occurred 

in the late-1990s, many Japanese companies in the region withdrew, and the number of 

Japanese residents fell accordingly. In this sense, the presence of Japanese became weaker, 

but in other respects, it became stronger. The penetration of Japanese popular culture was 

further accelerated in this period through pirated discs and advances in computer 

technology. Together with this, other Japanese aspects, such as food culture or fashion, 

entered Hong Kong society. This raised the Japanese presence and enabled people in Hong 

Kong to feel close to Japan. Surrounded by Japanese influence, Hong Kong people viewed 

Japanese things that they encountered every day with trust and security. Even though the 

Japanese economy is still struggling to recover, there has been no negative impact on Hong 

Kong people’s demand for Japanese studies because the strong Japanese presence in the 
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region supplemented a slightly weakened pragmatic motivation. 

The influence of Japanese popular culture was also observed in the demand for 

Japanese studies from the young generation. Until the 1990s, the demand for Japanese 

studies in Hong Kong was mainly from adults. This was largely due to the fact that Hong 

Kong’s Japanese studies in their growing period were closely associated with people’s 

pragmatic motivation that it would benefit their career. However, at the turn of the century, 

the demand from the younger generation including school children became visible. Having 

grown up watching Japanese anime, reading Japanese comics and listening Japanese 

popular songs, it is natural for them to have an interest in learning Japanese. Supported by 

their parents who grew up in the early period of the introduction of Japanese popular 

culture to Hong Kong society, the demand from this young generation has been rapidly 

growing.  

Another more concrete issue has also affected demand from the school age 

generation. With the implementation of new educational system, Japanese has become one 

of six foreign language electives for the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education 

examination. Given this official status, learning Japanese is no longer simply for fun but 

has become an academic pursuit which will assist the students’ academic and eventual 

career path. Although the new examination has not yet been implemented, it is anticipated 

that the demand for Japanese studies in relation to the examination will grow.  

In addition, a number of Japanese courses and programmes were approved as 

reimbursable courses under the Continuing Education Fund. This government fund was 

originally set up in order to encourage local people to continue their studies to contribute to 

the development of Hong Kong as a knowledge-based society. In other words, learning 

Japanese was regarded as a key element for the future development of the society. This will 

also support people’s pragmatic view that Japanese skills would be useful for finding a job.  

How the Hong Kong mentality affected the expanded demand for Japanese studies 
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has so far been analysed. It was revealed that several factors were linked to the demand. 

Hong Kong people’s pragmatic mentality is no longer the only major factor since the 

strong Japanese presence came into being. People study Japanese not only because they 

could benefit from the language skills in relation to career prospects, but also because it 

stimulates their interest. What is behind this trend is the improvement of Hong Kong 

people’s standard of living. People’s daily lives have shown a great improvement 

especially since the 1990s thanks to the booming economy in China. Hong Kong’s Gross 

Domestic Product has shown a three-fold increase in the past 20 years, although it slowed 

down a little after the Asian financial crisis from 1997. The improvement in living standard 

alleviated insecurity towards, for example, the future of Hong Kong as a Special 

Administrative Region. It also broadened the general educational opportunities together 

with the introduction of the Continuing Education Fund. As the presence of Japanese has 

been getting stronger in various aspects, the demand for Japanese studies is becoming more 

diverse at the same time.  

 

 

Figure 10.5: Hong Kong’s GDP in the past 20 years (in HK$ million). (Data from Census and Statistics Department (2011)) 

 

To summarize, the conclusion can be drawn that Hong Kong people’s pragmatic 
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mentality plays a significant role when their insecurity is strong. This is obvious from the 

evidence described for the Period of Growth of Demand. However, when their insecure 

feeling eases, factors other than pragmatism come into play when making decisions. 

Therefore, during the Period of Expansion of Demand, various kinds of demand that were 

not observed before gradually emerged. For example, after the Great East Japan 

Earthquake in March 2011, people’s insecure feeling about Japan increased and this 

affected the tourism industry and other service industries involving Japanese goods. 

Nevertheless, by August 2011, four months after the disaster, there have been signs of 

recovery in these industries. Some package tours have resumed to north-eastern Japan, 

including a stop in Sendai, a city totally flooded by the tsunami
934

. While some airlines still 

operate fewer flights to Japan, some travel agencies expect sales of tours during summer to 

be at about 95 per cent of pre-quake levels, and business is also returning to Japanese 

restaurants
935

. What can be derived from this is the fact that the position of Japan has 

become so significant in the past years to the extent that people regard it as a part of their 

lives. Hong Kong people’s demand for Japanese studies now does not solely depend on 

pragmatic motivations. The demand for Japanese studies in Hong Kong is therefore 

expected to be prominent as long as Hong Kong’s prosperity continues and Japan’s 

presence in Hong Kong remains strong. 

The Hong Kong mentality has been defined as one of insecurity, flexibility and 

pragmatism. However, as the environment surrounding Hong Kong has changed, people’s 

mentality also gradually changed. Hong Kong is now one of the most influential economic 

powers in the world. Until the late-1990s, the biggest concern of local people was their life 

after the handover of sovereignty from the British to the Chinese. Yet, over a decade has 

passed since then, and the concern is turning into confidence. In this sense, people’s 

insecure feeling has greatly weakened. Therefore, when the growth of Japanese studies 

                                                   
934 South China Morning Post, 3 August 2011 
935 Ibid. 
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during the Period of Expansion of Demand is taken into consideration, the influence of 

insecurity on the development of Japanese studies is more limited than that during the 

previous two periods. A sudden increase in the number of learners of Japanese and the 

examinees of the Japanese Language Proficiency Test in the 2000s did not reflect, for 

example, the insecure feeling that people had during the outbreak of SARS. The strong 

presence of Japan in Hong Kong prevented a decrease in demand for Japanese studies from 

occurring. As Hong Kong people’s insecurity has weakened, it is anticipated that the 

demand for Japanese studies in future will continue to be strong. There will of course be 

ups and downs in Hong Kong-Japanese economic relations, but they should not have a 

sudden direct impact on demand.  



281 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This thesis has defined the Hong Kong mentality and examined how the demand 

for Japanese studies in Hong Kong has grown. It has analyzed how the Hong Kong 

mentality affected the development of Japanese studies in different periods when the 

demand was lacking, growing and expanding. Below is an overview of findings and 

observations that this thesis has made.  

 

In this thesis, the mentality of Hong Kong people was characterised as insecure, 

pragmatic and flexible. These characteristics were analysed by considering the unique 

history of Hong Kong. The experiences of being a British colony, under Japanese 

occupation and impact from events and situations on the mainland, collectively formed the 

unique background of Hong Kong society, and contributed to the make-up of the Hong 

Kong people. 

Insecurity was considered first by exploring the life of local Chinese under the 

British colonial system. The Chinese were treated unequally compared with the British and 

other Europeans. It was evidenced by the fact that several discriminatory laws were in 

force under which the Chinese could not go out freely during the night time, could not live 

in certain areas reserved for the Europeans and could no longer practise social customs 

they had long had. As they did not have proper representation in the colonial government, 

the Chinese were made to feel inferior and that in turn brought out a strong sense of 

insecurity under the colonial government.  

People’s insecure feeling was also engendered by the situation in mainland China. 

The instability of China from the mid-nineteenth century occasionally caused influxes of 

refugees into Hong Kong. As many of these refugees chose to stay in Hong Kong, a 

majority of Hong Kong population came to be composed of those living with insecurity. 
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Even though they decided to reside in Hong Kong, it did not necessarily mean that their 

living environment improved dramatically. Those who fled from the mainland with hopes 

of a better living condition had to endure severe hardship. Therefore their feeling of 

insecurity did not disappear. 

Repeated wars and conflicts that directly and indirectly involved Hong Kong 

brought instability and uneasiness to local people. Many had actually fled China because of 

political instability, and sometimes they left Hong Kong to return to the mainland. By 

going back and forth in such a situation, the feeling of insecurity amongst the local Chinese 

further strengthened. It was during the World War II when the highest level of insecurity 

was observed. The occupation by the Japanese had a significant impact on Hong Kong 

people’s feeling of insecurity.  

The living condition of Hong Kong people, especially during the early stage of the 

colonial era, also brought a sense of insecurity. Frequent influxes of refugees from 

mainland China created crowded conditions in the areas the Chinese resided. The sanitary 

condition was therefore unsatisfactory in those areas, which resulted in outbreaks of 

diseases. The spread of the plague in the late-nineteenth century, for example, took 

thousands of lives. Hong Kong was still relatively weak against natural disasters such as 

typhoons or rain storms. This was also a cause of insecurity. 

Pragmatism naturally emerged against this background of insecurity. In the early 

days of Hong Kong, the opium trade was a major economic activity. As the local Chinese 

were living a hard life, the involvement in the smuggling was one way to escape from 

dissatisfactory living conditions. From this period, local people began to develop the 

concept that they had to take care of themselves by earning money as the colonial 

government did not help much. In fact, some Chinese merchants who paid more income 

tax than Europeans came to be seen in the late-nineteenth century, which implies that some 

wealthy Chinese had appeared by then. This raised people’s pragmatic motivation even 



283 

 

further. 

Through this, people came to value the pragmatic approach when making 

decisions. The fact that an English education was demanded by school children’s parents 

exemplifies the situation. Under the British colonial government, it was considered that 

ability in English would increase career opportunities. English-medium schools were 

therefore more in demand. With the gradual expansion of educational opportunities, 

vernacular education was extended so that more local Chinese could receive education. 

However, there remained a strong preference for English-medium schools.  

People’s flexibility played an important role in the development of Hong Kong 

society. As the Chinese basically did not have ways to reflect their opinions or demands in 

the colonial administration, they had to live in the environment they were given. In such 

circumstances, their survival depended on flexibility in adapting to different policies or 

opinions. Through various changes, people’s flexibility has become stronger and an 

integral part of their mentality.  

The identity of Hong Kong people has also contributed to strengthening their 

flexibility. Until the 1950s, the local Chinese did not have a fixed identity as Hongkongers 

since they were able to move freely between Hong Kong and the mainland. As they did not 

strictly belong to Hong Kong, they were not constrained by any fixed viewpoint. This 

created a flexible mind-set in general conduct, and decision making in particular. If their 

life in Hong Kong did not satisfy them, they always had the option to go back to the 

mainland. This life-style contributed significantly to forming the Hong Kong mentality.  

With the change in policy on cross-border movement, the concept of being 

Hongkongers gradually emerged. It was done by differentiating themselves from the 

Chinese in the mainland, which created a sense of superiority given Hong Kong’s social 

and economic development. Nonetheless, they were ethnically Chinese even under the 

British colonial administration. This complicated situation was also behind their flexibility. 
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A sense of superiority that Hong Kong people once had over the Chinese in the 

mainland has been showing a gradual change especially since Hong Kong’s return to China. 

The Chinese from the mainland are currently Hong Kong’s major economic partner. It is, 

for example, the mainland Chinese who spend much more money than any other nation 

when visiting Hong Kong. It is not exaggerating to say that the economy of Hong Kong 

would collapse without Chinese investment. This situation has changed Hong Kong 

people’s attitude. As Hong Kong’s business opportunities have been widely expanded with 

the economic development of China, Hong Kong people did not hesitate to make use of 

this chance. Their pragmatism and flexibility are clearly observed from this too. 

Thus, insecurity, pragmatism and flexibility are considered to be major 

characteristics of the mentality of Hong Kong people. Yet, as the environment surrounding 

Hong Kong people changed, their mentality is changing. In particular, people’s sense of 

insecurity is getting weaker since the handover of sovereignty to China. Their feeling of 

insecurity was at its peak just before 1997 as they could not foresee the result of returning 

to China. However, Hong Kong has benefited from China’s rapid economic growth since 

then. As one of the major concerns is gone, the insecurity in people’s mind has gradually 

started dissipating. The economic development of Hong Kong has changed people’s 

mentality.   

As it is considered that people’s mentality affects their decision making, it was 

assumed that there should be certain influences of the Hong Kong mentality on the 

development of Japanese studies in Hong Kong. In order to examine the effect, the 

development of Japanese studies was divided into three periods according to the change in 

demand for Japanese studies.  

 

The Period of Low Demand was defined as the period from the establishment of 

Hong Kong as a British colony to the 1950s. Very little demand for Japanese studies was 
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observed during this time. Nonetheless, there were certain occasions on which Japanese 

studies drew some attention in Hong Kong. It was found that the demand for Japanese 

studies in this period came from the officials of Hong Kong administration, not from the 

general public.   

For the first half century of British-governed Hong Kong, there was no prominent 

demand for Japanese studies. The main reason for this was considered to be the weak 

presence of Japanese in Hong Kong. The number of Japanese residents was only a few 

hundreds and the Hong Kong-Japan economic tie was still weak. In addition, Hong Kong 

itself had a number of difficulties such as crowded living caused by Chinese refugees, 

epidemics and lack of educational opportunities for the local Chinese. No interest in 

Japanese studies therefore emerged under this situation.   

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the learning of Japanese commenced 

among some civil servants. At around the same period, a Japanese instructor was requested 

by the British Navy to conduct Japanese lessons for naval officers. These are considered to 

be some of the first cases. The background of these cases that occurred at the official level 

was the growing importance of Japan for Britain. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was the 

most obvious evidence to show the ties between the two countries. Anticipating that the 

importance of Japan would increase with the treaty, the demand for Japanese studies 

emerged in Hong Kong’s administration. It is also considered that information gathering 

functioned as a strong motivation behind the officers’ training in Japanese. It was further 

evidenced by the fact that a language study allowance was granted by the Hong Kong 

government for the learning of Japanese. It proves that Japanese learning was encouraged 

at government level. 

However, at the general public level, the demand for Japanese studies was almost 

invisible. The official relations between Britain and Japan had very little to do with local 

people. They were still struggling to achieve and maintain basic comforts if not necessities 
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of life. In the time when even the secondary education was difficult to achieve, no interest 

in Japanese arose. It was simply unaffordable and there was no strong motivation for the 

learning of Japanese as little benefit was to be expected.  

Thus, behind the lack of demand for Japanese studies in this period, people’s 

insecure feelings and pragmatic way of thinking were key contributing factors. Their life 

was still full of insecurity in terms of politics, economy and society. In addition, there was 

no pragmatic value in learning Japanese at that time.  

Another wave of Japanese studies during the Period of Low Demand was 

observed under the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong. The Japanese military 

administration enforced the use of Japanese in school education. Under this policy, all 

teachers were obliged to obtain a qualification in Japanese by attending a teacher training 

course. Not only these teachers, but also the public were encouraged to learn Japanese and 

courses in Japanese were offered through newspapers or radio programmes. Public tests in 

Japanese were also organized for encouragement. The number of Japanese learners 

naturally increased given this situation. 

However, the demand for Japanese studies during the Japanese occupation again 

did not come from the public’s interest but from the military administration. It was initiated 

and controlled by them. Nevertheless, the Japanese language education during this period 

was carried out on a large scale and involved a large number of local Chinese. The reason 

behind this was the pragmatic way of thinking of Hong Kong people. Not knowing how 

long the Japanese occupation would last, it was thought that skills in the Japanese language 

might put them in a better position. For school teachers, it was required to attend the course 

in order to continue their teaching job. Whether they liked it or not, they had to learn 

Japanese. For others, Japanese language skills broadened job opportunities as the number 

of Japanese-speaking posts increased.  

By analysing the development of Japanese studies under the Japanese occupation, 
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the influence of the Hong Kong mentality is clearly observed. First of all, people had a 

strong sense of insecurity in this period. Not only had the British surrendered in a 

surprisingly short time, but also Hong Kong was then placed under Japanese military 

administration. Although the Japanese occupational government used the propaganda of 

establishing a Far East Co-prosperity Sphere, people’s lives got worse and worse. Prices 

went up, and food stuffs often ran short. Dissatisfaction towards the occupational 

government naturally became strong.  

Under such circumstances, people did not have an interest in learning Japanese as 

it was the language of the enemy. However, their pragmatism played a significant role in 

overriding this. As it was realized that learning Japanese was one possibility of enjoying a 

better living, many people did not hesitate to take the opportunity. Having done so, it was 

also possible to reduce their insecure feeling. Without their pragmatic motivation, Japanese 

language education during this period would not have been on such a large scale.  

Thus, people’s flexible mind made them choose to learn the language regardless 

of their lack of interest in it. Hong Kong people sought the best possible way to improve 

their living standard. Therefore, even though the Japanese occupational government 

brought them hardships and difficulties, they were willing to learn the language as it was 

thought to provide better job opportunities.   

The demand for Japanese studies during the Period of Low Demand is 

characterized as a demand created from the official level. There was lack of public interest 

in Japanese because of the weak presence of Japanese in Hong Kong and the insecurity 

people possessed. When there was no pragmatic driving force in relation to Japanese, no 

demand was raised from the general public. On the other hand, when learning Japanese 

provided career opportunities, the demand emerged even without a particular interest in the 

language itself. However, as soon as the pragmatic motivation was lost, the demand rapidly 

disappeared. That is why the demand for Japanese studies did not last after the end of the 
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Japanese occupation.  

 

The Period of Growth of Demand was defined as a period when the demand for 

Japanese studies appeared from the general public’s interest. After World War II, no 

prominent demand was observed due to the very weak presence of Japanese for over a 

decade. Then with a gradual increase of the Japanese residents in Hong Kong, together 

with the appearance of Japanese companies, restaurants and department stores, Japanese 

language learning started to attract interest. What differed from the previous situation in the 

Period of Low Demand was that the demand came from the general public. Responding to 

the demand, Japanese courses began to be offered at private language schools, a language 

school under the cultural division of Consulate-General of Japan, extra-mural studies 

departments at universities and tertiary institutions from the 1960s, and the number of 

courses available dramatically increased in the mid-1970s. The period from the 1960s to 

the mid-1970s was characterized as the emergence of Japanese studies in Hong Kong, 

while that from the mid-1970s to the 1980s was defined as the period with a growth of 

Japanese studies.  

As early as the beginning of 1960s, some language schools opened Japanese 

courses. However, at that point, the demand was still small and the number of learners was 

limited. Even in the community services sector, Japanese courses were made available 

from the 1960s, but the situation was similar. The Department of Extra-mural Studies of 

the University of Hong Kong started a Japanese course in 1965 as well. Yet, until a course 

commenced at the Department of Extra-mural Studies of the Chinese University of Hong 

Kong in 1973, the demand for Japanese studies was not particularly prominent. 

From the time the Japanese course started at the Chinese University of Hong 

Kong, the situation started to change. The successful operation of radio and television 

programme of Japanese learning prepared by the Japanese section indicated the demand for 
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Japanese studies was growing rapidly. It was around this time that the first Japanese-major 

programme at the tertiary level was implemented. The commencement of Higher Diploma 

programmes in Japanese at the Hong Kong Polytechnic was a clear indication that the 

increasing demand had been recognized by that time.  

Then a rapid development in the Japanese studies followed. The establishment of 

Department of Japanese Studies at the University of Hong Kong laid a strong foundation 

for the field of Japanese studies in Hong Kong. At City Polytechnic of Hong Kong, a 

Japanese course was combined with a business course. At private language schools too, a 

boom in Japanese learning was observed. The number of Japanese learners accordingly 

increased especially in the 1980s. 

One of the characteristics of Japanese studies during this period was that a 

majority of learners were adult and there was very little demand from school children. This 

was largely due to the lack of reasons for them to learn Japanese. In the 1960s, when the 

demand for Japanese studies gradually appeared, the educational opportunities for Hong 

Kong people were still relatively low. In addition, the presence of Japanese was weak 

although the number of Japanese residents was showing an increase. In such circumstances, 

Japanese was not the first priority. At that time, people’s insecure feeling was still strong as 

the economy of Hong Kong was only in the process of improvement. When insecurity was 

felt strongly, pragmatic value was considered important. Since there was no pragmatic 

motivation for learning Japanese, demand was low. 

A change was then observed from the mid-1970s. The demand for Japanese 

studies became more prominent and various Japanese courses commenced during this 

period. What made this happen was the fact that the presence of Japanese came to be felt 

increasingly by Hong Kong people. The number of Japanese residents grew rapidly as 

more and more Japanese companies set up their offices in Hong Kong. In addition to that, 

Japanese existence was more closely felt with the openings of Japanese department stores, 
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supermarkets, restaurants, and so on. Television, which was becoming a common 

entertainment, also contributed to raising the existence of Japanese since Hong Kong’s 

broadcasting relied heavily on programmes created in Japan.  

Hong Kong’s economy was growing fast in this period through the 

industrialization that occurred in the 1970s. With the well-performing economy, living 

standards improved and the educational opportunities were widened. This coincided with 

the growth of a Japanese presence, and the demand for Japanese studies rose. The strong 

economy not only weakened people’s insecurity mentality, but also affected their 

pragmatism. As the Hong Kong-Japanese economic relations became stronger, 

Japanese-speaking personnel were demanded. Japanese learning was therefore associated 

with pragmatic value.  

On the other hand, the improvement of living condition enabled people to study 

courses according to their interest. This rarely happened when the insecurity was strongly 

felt, so this is considered as one of the characteristics of the demand. Because Japanese had 

been one of the most easily accessible foreign languages in the daily life of Hong Kong 

people through, for example, television viewing or buying daily products, it naturally 

became a common option to be chosen.   

Thus during the Period of Growth of Demand, there were significant differences 

in terms of people’s perception of Japan from the Period of Low Demand. There were no 

pragmatic motivations for Japanese learning in the Period of Low Demand, but there was a 

clear motivation in the Period of Growth of Demand, reflecting the strong presence of 

Japanese in Hong Kong society. It was also considered that the Japanese language skills 

might provide people with more job opportunities. Pragmatism was the key element that 

affected the rapid development of Japanese studies. 

 

The Period of Expansion of Demand refers to the period from the 1990s to the 
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present. Japanese studies in Hong Kong showed a further expansion during this period. The 

number of Japanese learners expanded from about 10,000 at the beginning of the 1990s to 

exceeding 30,000 in the 2000s. The increase accelerated especially in the 2000s.  

The rapid expansion was largely owing to the commencement of different types of 

Japanese courses that were not previously seen. First of all, at the tertiary education, there 

were several changes occurring. Degree programmes majoring in Japanese studies were 

implemented at the beginning of 1990s. These programmes were offered through the 

Department of Japanese Studies both at the University of Hong Kong and the Chinese 

University of Hong Kong. The fact that these two leading universities in Hong Kong 

established an independent department of Japanese studies and offered a Japanese-major 

programme implied official recognition of the growing demand. Then other degree-level 

programmes in which Japanese courses were combined with business elements followed at 

the Hong Kong Polytechnic University and City University of Hong Kong.  

At the sub-degree level, a higher degree programme in applied Japanese studies 

opened at the late-1990s. The implementation of such a programme in which the Japanese 

language ability was applied to various practical skills proved that Hong Kong’s Japanese 

studies went into a new stage of development. Japanese courses no longer just provided a 

foundation but aimed to enhance learners’ skills at a higher level.  

These new movements in the 1990s became the foundation for the rapid 

expansion in the following decade. The most prominent development in the 2000s was the 

implementation of postgraduate programmes in Japanese. After the successful launch of a 

Postgraduate Diploma programme at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University, not only was 

it upgraded to a Master’s degree, but also another two MA programmes followed. They 

were offered in a part-time mode in order to meet the demand from those who were in 

full-time employment. This indicates that a high level of Japanese came to be required in 

Hong Kong’s workplaces.  
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There was a new development at the sub-degree sector as well. A number of 

Associate Degree programmes in Japanese or Japanese-related discipline started. With this 

development, most of Hong Kong’s tertiary institutions were involved in Japanese studies 

in various ways, from elective elementary courses to Master’s degree programmes. A range 

of Japanese studies widened in tertiary education in this manner, which contributed to the 

rapid expansion.  

The same trend was observed in the private language schools. There was stable 

growth during the 1990s mainly in the area of adult education. However, a significant 

development took place in the 2000s. Until then, Hong Kong’s Japanese studies were 

undertaken mostly by adult learners and students at the tertiary institutions. Then the new 

generation, that is, secondary and primary school students entered the scene. As the 

demand from this generation grew, courses specifically designed for them were introduced 

at language schools. At first, these courses were realized as a summer course for the 

convenience of the students who were usually occupied by school study and activities 

during the school term. Then, longer courses such as a two-year certificate course at the 

Japanese Language Course under the Japan Information & Cultural Centre of the 

Consulate-General of Japan in Hong Kong began. As the longer courses obviously aimed 

at higher Japanese language skills, they were different from interest classes like the most of 

summer courses. This implies that there was a very strong motivation for learning Japanese 

for these school generations.  

This trend coincided with the adoption of Japanese in the school curriculum at 

some secondary schools. Some schools made Japanese a compulsory subject while others 

added it as an extra-curricular activity. No matter which mode it was, this new stream in 

Japanese studies too, together with the trend in language schools, contributed much to the 

expansion. The expansion of demand in the school generation was supported and 

encouraged by the Japanese education sector. Evidences of these include the publication of 
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a textbook designed for Hong Kong secondary school students and the introduction of a 

secondary school students’ speech contest.  

The expansion of demand for Japanese studies to various dimensions 

characterized the development during this period. Especially the emergence of demand 

from the school generation drew the attention of the Japanese education sector. As 

Japanese studies in Hong Kong hitherto mostly took shape as adult education, the new area 

had great potential for further development. 

During the Period of Growth of Demand, Hong Kong’s Japanese education, which 

was occupied by adult learners, developed as a result of a strong sense of pragmatism. The 

growth in the presence of Japanese in Hong Kong brought various opportunities for which 

Japanese language skills became beneficial. An emergence of different motivations to learn 

Japanese was observed, however, during the Period of Expansion of Demand.  

First of all, the sense of insecurity which hitherto characterised the Hong Kong 

mentality has greatly weakened since the 1990s. The great improvements in living 

standards thanks to the fast economic growth were the major reasons. In addition, life in 

the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region did not disappoint people so much as they 

had anticipated before the handover of sovereignty. This has greatly eased people’s minds 

and helped dissipate the sense of insecurity.  

The reduction of insecure feeling removed the necessity of a pragmatic driving 

force from people’s mind. In other words, pragmatic motivations were not necessarily 

required for decision-making. This was proved by the fact that a number of people started 

to learn Japanese simply out of interest rather than for practical gain. This type of learner 

did exist even in the 1980s; they always had some pragmatic motivation, for example, to 

obtain a certificate or pass the proficiency test for their self-development. In contrast, a 

variety of Japanese studies courses that are currently offered, such as Kansai dialect class, 

Japanese sake appreciation and flower arrangement, meet diversified demand from various 
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groups of people.  

The emergence of demand for Japanese studies among school students also proves 

that pragmatism does not always comprise the learning motivations as many of these 

young learners choose Japanese out of interest. This generation who grew up watching 

Japanese anime, reading Japanese comics, or listening to Japanese popular songs, had an 

inbuilt interest in learning the language. Obviously they are relatively free from the 

insecurity since they have not experienced the hardship their parents’ generation did. Of 

course, some of these students have other reasons for learning Japanese. For example, 

Japanese is one of elective subjects at the newly-implemented Hong Kong Diploma of 

Secondary Education Examinations. Taking the Japanese examination may give an 

advantage to the entrance qualification for university programmes. Nevertheless, as the 

number of students who would take the Japanese examination is estimated to be small, this 

cannot explain the sudden and rapid expansion of demand from this group of learners.  

What supported this new demand was the introduction of various kinds of 

Japanese media contents especially of popular culture. These enabled the young generation 

to feel that Japan was one of the closest countries to them. An interest in learning the 

language thus arose. 

The strong presence of Japanese affected not only the youngsters but also adults. 

Many of them had been familiar with Japan since the 1970s through television, or products 

that came from Japan. In addition, the ease of tourist visa issuance to Japan made the 

country one of the most popular travel destinations. Japan has literally become a neighbour 

for Hong Kong people. 

It may be concluded from this that insecurity is no longer an important factor to 

affecting people’s decision-making. With this background, the role of pragmatism has also 

been changing. While it still affects the demand for Japanese studies to some extent, it is 

not necessarily an element that must be taken into account. Japan’s closeness drew people’s 



295 

 

attention even without pragmatic motivation. People’s pragmatism had been a significant 

and essential factor when considering the demand for Japanese studies in the past. In the 

current environment, however, pragmatism is not the most dominant element amongst 

competing motivations for undertaking Japanese learning. They flexibly make decisions 

taking these factors into consideration. This is why the demand for Japanese studies 

showed a rapid expansion during the 2000s even though the number of Japanese 

companies withdrawing from Hong Kong increased, which reduced the pragmatic value 

for learning Japanese. 

 

This thesis has examined the effect of the Hong Kong mentality on the 

development of Japanese studies. The insecure part of Hong Kong’s mentality had a 

significant influence during the Period of Low Demand and the Period of Growth of 

Demand. People’s sense of insecurity prevented the demand for Japanese studies from 

growing. What differentiated these two periods was people’s pragmatism. When no 

pragmatic value was seen in learning Japanese, there was no opportunity for the demand to 

emerge. On the other hand, with the increasing presence of Japanese in Hong Kong society 

during the Period of Growth of Demand, people recognized the pragmatic value, which led 

to the emergence and growth of demand. Then the improvement of living standard and the 

stability after Hong Kong’s return to China reduced people’s feeling of insecurity 

considerably. This enabled people to have stronger flexibility. Therefore the demand for 

Japanese studies showed great expansion even without a strong pragmatic value for it. 

What is revealed from these is the extent to which each of the Hong Kong mentality affects 

varied depending on the environment of the time and that the Hong Kong mentality itself 

changes according to the situation. It is anticipated that insecurity as a core part of the 

mentality will fade out if the development and prosperity of Hong Kong continues. Instead, 

other factors may comprise the new mentality of Hong Kong people. How the mentality 
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changes and how it will affect the demand for Japanese studies in future will require some 

attention from the Japanese education sector in Hong Kong. 
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