
Hong Kong – a stepchild among cities 
 

 

 

Life in Hong Kong can sometimes appear to be a balancing act. The citizens may feel 

free to enjoy their substantial prosperity, but never to the fullest. 

 

Even though Hong Kong, with its extreme density of skyscrapers and shopping malls, is 

seemingly engrossed in an avaricious dance, any cursory glance at a relevant map or history 

book will remind you of the strong presence of traditional communism. But this apparent 

contradiction is part of daily life for the city‟s around seven million inhabitants, and just one 

component of its unique identity. 

 

Ten years have passed since Chris Patten, the British Governor, left Hong Kong‟s captivating 

harbour on board the royal yacht Britannia. Patten‟s own popularity, combined with the fear 

many felt towards the totalitarianism of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), paved the way 

for a departure tinged with the kind of nostalgic beauty that the arrogant and sometimes brutal 

British Empire never really deserved. 

 

This historic event, simply coined the Handover, celebrated its first anniversary last summer, 

and the newspapers were replete with analyses. Hong Kong may not have changed so much, 

but the massacre at Tiananmen Square in 1989 is remembered better here than anywhere else. 

Large demonstrations are not uncommon, especially in favour of extended democratic rights, 

though also to preserve fragile environments. Hong Kong‟s own beauty may still be intact, 

but it is under threat. 

 

The city’s identity 

We meet up with one of Hong Kong‟s leading writers at the popular Fringe Club. Despite the 

fact that her parents are Indonesian, and she herself grew up in Guangdong, Xu Xi‟s special 

interest is Hong Kong‟s identity. 

 

“Hong Kong was one of Great Britain‟s last colonies, but the place never became too British. 

And even if many now look on themselves as citizens of China, you will see that anti-

communist sentiment is widespread. Our hearts are insular, and we will always be islanders.” 

 

Hong Kong consists of 260 islands, in addition to the peninsula of Kowloon and the areas, 

called New Territories (NT), that border mainland China. Just across the border from NT is 

Shenzhen, China‟s wealthiest city. Hong Kong holds the status of Special Administrative 

Region (SAR), a term it only shares with neighbouring Macau.  

 

The city‟s traditional centre lies on the side of Hong Kong Island that faces Kowloon across 

Victoria Harbour. Standing on Kowloon‟s promenade, Hong Kong Island looks like an 

endless row of skyscrapers, from Causeway Bay to Central, where the amusement areas of 

Soho and Lan Kwai Fong can be found. The sight is breathtaking, not least because of the 

lush tropical green hills above and amongst the slender buildings. 

 

Unfortunately, the city‟s unique architectural history has not been properly taken care of, with 

the result that the two sides of the harbour resemble each other more and mre every day. The 

construction activity is frantic, and Kowloon, the parvenu, is threatening Hong Kong Island‟s 

hegemony. It can now boast all the same modern infrastructure, in addition to all the best 



markets. In the New Territories, a parallel economy is on the rise, adapted to the growing 

number of mainland Chinese. But the most exclusive properties remain on Hong Kong Island: 

in Repulse Bay towards the sea, and around the summit of Victoria Peak, which until 1947 

was reserved for European government officials. 

 

A multi-ethnic facade 

“I wouldn‟t call Hong Kong a multi-ethnic city,” Xu Xi continues. “The majority are Chinese, 

and only about five percent are of another ethnicity. But the city has, because of its financial 

status, always had a multi-ethnic façade. Many people come here to work, even if 

immigration remains under strict control. The largest non-Chinese group now consists of 

Filipinos, mainly domestic servants. They have not yet been able to develop any community, 

because they normally lodge with the families they work for, often in tiny closets.” 

 

Every Saturday these Filipino families gather for picnics on the concrete ramps that surround 

the sky-high towers of the financial centre IFC. The world‟s longest escalator, well-known 

from Wong Kar-wai‟s film Chungking Express, starts here, and leads all the way up to the 

Soho restaurants. The other part of this film takes place in Chungking Mansion, across the 

harbour in Kowloon; a building which – even though it has been far worse – offers a glimpse 

into Hong Kong‟s underworld: In this claustrophobic and constricted structure one can 

acquire absolutely everything – bought and sold in tiny rooms on innumerable floors, most of 

them without windows. These shops are accessible only by combined passenger and goods 

lifts; ascending into the interior can be a heart-stopping experience.. Some areas of Hong 

Kong are among the most densely populated in the world, and Chungking Mansion is 

certainly one of them. 

 

If you spend a Euro or two on a pirated copy of Wai-keung Lai and Siu Fai Kak‟s film 

Infernal Affairs, you will be reminded of the fact that Hong Kong can boast both world class 

directors and a world class mafia (called triads). The latter constitutes an underworld that may 

not be so easily visible, but it is just as global as the financial structures the city prefers to be 

associated with. 

 

Conservative culture 

“Hong Kong was a poverty-stricken place in the 1950s and 1960s, but the middle class has 

grown steadily the last 30 years,” Xu Xi explains. “The cultural life is rich, but conservative. 

Ballet and opera, „pretty things‟, are what attract the most people, along with Cantopop and 

Hong Kong movies. The predominant business class of today might be educated and well 

travelled, but they are also family-oriented and petty bourgeois.” 

 

Magazines claim that Hong Kong has the best airport in the world, and the subway system, 

where all central stations are situated underneath large shopping malls, is brand new. But even 

when the carriages are packed, physical contact is avoided. Perhaps the closest you get to 

breaking the image of clinical uniformity in Hong Kong is elders burning incense in the 

streets. 

 

“There have been many surprises since the Handover in 1997,” Xu Xi says. “A movement in 

our identities, our „innermost selves‟, has taken place. It is an indisputable fact that we have 

become Chinese, and that the Chinese now determine our future. But we are reorganized: 

there has been a substantial mobilization for universal suffrage to elect the chief executive, 

who is the head of the city‟s government. Hong Kong has never enjoyed any democracy. In 

reality, what we are fighting for now is limited to a desire to develop our local electoral 



system so that we can co-determine who gets a seat in the city‟s council. Someday soon we 

might be able to choose who collects our garbage,” she says with a grin. 

 

“But it‟s a strange feeling not to be able to choose your own future. It seems that Hong Kong 

will always be somebody‟s stepchild.” 

 

Supremacy 

The current administrative head of Hong Kong is Sir (sic) Donald Tsang. His legitimacy is 

unquestionable, as he was elected in an open process with competing candidates. Tsang is not 

a member of the Chinese Communist Party, but has willingly followed their line, because the 

Hong Kong administration simply cannot deviate from Beijing. Consequently, he recently 

issued a disturbing statement that “too much democracy could present a risk”. 

 

Hong Kong has no defence or foreign policy of its own, and the Chinese Army is very much a 

presence, albeit discreetly. On the other hand, the judiciary has always been independent and 

the press is all but free. Almost anything can be printed in the English speaking press, but it is 

assumed that those who write in Chinese subject themselves to a degree of self-censorship. 

 

It is claimed that the relatively strong position of the rule of law is a legacy of the British, and 

they also left behind a well-functioning police force. Furthermore, the stock exchange is one 

of the best in the world, with a high degree of transparency, and public budgets are generally 

responsible. The city has its own constitution, the Basic Law, which in accordance with the 

principle “one country, two systems”, states that Hong Kong is to maintain its capitalist 

system until 2047. The Basic Law was a result of negotiations between the departing British 

and the arriving Chinese. 

 

“I think the Chinese see Hong Kong in many different ways,” Xu xi says. “For many it is a 

playground: for instance, you will find that most of the customers in the design shops are 

mainlanders. Others, more pragmatic and down-to-earth, will look upon Hong Kong as a land 

of opportunity, a place they might send their children to. But Hong Kong remains a headache 

to Beijing, the most painful after Tibet and Taiwan. Having business acumen is a sought-after 

quality in the new China, but one must be careful.” 

 

Limited democracy 

The history of Hong Kong is rather brief, because the city was insignificant until the British, 

during the ruthlessly imperialistic Opium Wars (1839-42 and 1856-60), decided they needed a 

port of shipment there. In 1898 the famous leasing contract with the Chinese was signed, 

before Japan invaded in 1941, and the hardships that followed saw to it that the population 

dropped from 1.6 to 0.6 million. For a long time after the Communist victory in the Chinese 

Civil War in 1949, Hong Kong was the new government‟s only gateway to the west. 

Immigration was substantial: the textile and manufacturing industries were increasing, and 

“Made in Hong Kong” became a global concept. Today, this enterprise has been moved to 

mainland China, while Hong Kong has become a financial centre. The city had the busiest 

container port in the world until 2005, when it was surpassed by Singapore. Shenzhen is 

number four on the list. 

 

“It was always clear that not much would change in 1997,” says writer and university teacher 

Kent Ewing, slightly at odds with Xu Xi. Originally from the USA, he has lived in Hong 

Kong for 17 years. Along with his Kenyan wife he invites me to dinner in their home in 

Repulse Bay. “Many had the opinion that Hong Kong would become more like Beijing, but 



our tradition of a free press and freedom of speech is too long, and our civil society is too 

strong.” 

 

“But not even this is unambiguous,” he continues. “Hong Kong is now ready for democracy, 

but the CCP is not thinking along those lines. The Basic Law, which is our British legacy, 

guarantees universal suffrage before 2047 – but I think the current system, which favours 

industry and commerce, will survive.” 

 

Two dimensions 

In her 2006 book Being There, Christine Loh describes the local government‟s many plans of 

urban regeneration. The politicians‟ main concern seems to be the general lack of office 

space, which constitutes a goldmine for property owners and speculators, and, accordingly, 

Hong Kong‟s unique history and architecture is overlooked. Now it has gone so far that even 

the city‟s Chinese population has begun to show their displeasure – so far to no avail – at the 

abject conservation of colonial gems like the Murray House and Queen‟s Pier, along with 

several Buddhist temples. 

 

Had it not been for its awkward location, Hong Kong – more than any other city – would 

deserve the term “link between East and West”. Still the place is crystallized as logically 

belonging to the South East Asian cultural belt, which stretches from Tokyo, Seoul and 

Shanghai in the north, via Taipei to Kuala Lumpur, Bangkok and Singapore in the south east. 

The composition of the population is changing. At the moment, people with Chinese ancestry 

are pouring in, not least from the west. The whites, called gweilo or gweipo (meaning 

”ghosts”), are less visible for every day that passes, including in their traditional upper class 

strongholds. Today they number only 36,000. It is as though the city is slipping out of 

someone‟s grip, and sliding into another‟s. 

 

In many ways Hong Kong has its gaze firmly fixed on the future. Especially at night, some 

areas, like Causeway Bay, offer glimpses when the third dimension seems suspended and 

everything is flattened out. These moments appear among the skyscrapers, thin as 

matchsticks, when the double-decker buses sail past an inch from your face, just barely 

beneath the lowest neon signs. This is when one understands how the Japanese world of 

anime has come into being. The real world resembles the image created on small handheld 

screens all over town, totally engrossing ungainly youth and tired commuters alike. 

 

A child it may be, but stepchild or not, Hong Kong is not doing so badly. 

 

 

 

 


