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TRACY LAU

State Formation and Education in Hong Kong

Pro-Beijing Schools and National Education

ABSTRACT

This article examines the connection between pro-Beijing schools and national edu-

cation, focusing on the shaping of national education in the history of Hong Kong. The

study also illuminates the similarities in national educational practices between the

government-approved post-1997 model and the traditions of these pro-Beijing schools.

KEYWORDS: pro-Beijing forces in Hong Kong, connection between pro-Beijing

schools and national education, qualitative research, history of education, state for-

mation and education

SINCE THE 1997 RESUMPTION OF CHINESE SOVEREIGNTY, the new Hong
Kong administration has forged an alliance with the pro-Beijing forces that
were present in Hong Kong pre-handover, in tandem with the newly recruited
elites of the community. This alliance produced the united front policy toward
Hong Kong.1 The deepening economic integration of Hong Kong and China
and the economic and political crisis in the aftermath of 1997 also stimulated
the new administration to introduce Chinese patriotism as a new official
ideology in Hong Kong society.

In fact, long before the handover, the Chinese Communists had made it
consistently clear that they considered Hong Kong to be part of China and

TRACY LAU is Assistant Professor in the Department of Education Studies at the Hong Kong Baptist
University. Her scholarly interest in pro-Beijing schools was spurred by her four years of teaching
experience in them; she has published a number of related articles in international refereed journals.
Email: <tracylau@hkbu.edu.hk>.

1. The united front policy of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) refers to a strategy that has
governed successfully the pro-Beijing forces in their dealings with ‘‘outsiders.’’ It aims to strengthen
the pro-Beijing forces by seeking an alliance with people from different walks of life in Hong Kong,
particularly the elites and big capitalists. Lau Siu-kai, ‘‘In Search of a New Political Order,’’ in The
First Decade: The Hong Kong SAR in Retrospective and Introspective Perspectives, ed. by Yue-man
Yeung (Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 2007), pp. 139–54; Chu Yik-yi Cindy, Chinese
Communists and Hong Kong Capitalists: 1937–1997 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010).
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would take steps when the situation was ripe.2 Therefore, a number of pro-
Beijing forces were established as socializing agents, to encourage pro-Beijing
patriotism and to consolidate the connection between the state and the local
population. Unlike the CCP in Mainland China, which bases its actions on
the ideologies of Marxism, socialism, Maoism, and Deng Xiaoping Theory,
the pro-Beijing forces lacked both a strong theoretical justification and a legal
status for their pro-Beijing state-formation mission in capitalist Hong Kong.
Beijing recognized that Hong Kong was an important source of foreign
exchange and information; it therefore adopted a pragmatic policy toward
the situation and the people there. Zhou Enlai, the first premier of the
People’s Republic of China (PRC), made major decisions on the Communist
efforts in Hong Kong beginning in the 1950s;3 he insisted that the Commu-
nists there should even ‘‘protect the present Hong Kong situation and status,
including its English colonial economy and capitalist system.’’4 Over the
decades, the pro-Beijing forces evolved from small conspiratorial groups
working toward a unified state-centered China into a fully legitimate political
power eager to build a pro-PRC city-state.

As part of the growing pro-Beijing forces, since the post-war years the
hardcore pro-Beijing schools have developed organizationally and practically
to realize their position as an extension of the PRC’s power.5 These schools

2. Cindy Chu Yik-yi, ‘‘Overt and Covert Functions of the Hong Kong Branch of the Xinhua
News Agency, 1947–84,’’ Historian 62:1 (Fall 1999), pp. 31–46.

3. Li Hou, Bai nian qu ru shi de zhong jie: Xianggang wenti shi mo [Century of humiliation:
History of the Hong Kong handover] (Beijing: Central Records Publisher, 1997). Li Hou (1923–
2009) was the former deputy director of the Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office (HKMAO) of the
State Council. He began working on Hong Kong affairs in 1978.

4. Cindy Chu Yik-yi, ‘‘Overt and Covert Functions of the Hong Kong Branch,’’ p. 34.
5. Snapshots of the types of schools in Hong Kong in 1997 may help to offer clear, not necessarily

comprehensive, impressions here. There are three main types of local schools: government schools,
aided schools, and private schools (English Schools Foundation and international schools). Gov-
ernment schools are operated by the government; aided schools (subsidized schools, grant schools)
are fully subvented by the government but run by voluntary bodies. Direct-subsidized schools were
introduced into the educational system in 1991 and are largely subvented by the government.
Subsidies are provided according to the Direct Subsidy Scheme (DSS); these schools are run by
voluntary bodies. Private schools, some of which also receive financial assistance from the govern-
ment, are privately run. Cantonese and English are the mediums of instruction used in these schools.
About 15 schools operated by the English Schools Foundation offer education to English-speaking
students. And a number of international schools offer non-local curricula serving primarily non-
Chinese speaking children and foreign nationals. The compulsory education system was introduced
in Hong Kong in the 1970s, six-year free compulsory education in 1971 and nine-year compulsory
education in 1978. Therefore, the provision of education was largely in private hands before the
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adhered rigidly to two primary principles: Their mission was aligned with the
political stance of the Beijing government, and they aimed to prepare Hong
Kong students for PRC rule. These pro-Beijing schools were once called
‘‘leftist schools,’’ ‘‘Chinese communist schools,’’ and even ‘‘jinbu (advanced)
schools.’’ The latter term was used because they promoted socialist, not
capitalist, doctrine. Since 1997 they have been generally known as ‘‘patriotic
schools’’ (aiguo xuexiao). The schools were geared from the 1980s onward to
prepare students for the anticipated reunification with the PRC.

However, the changing relationship between the state and educational
policy did not progress smoothly. This study reveals that the composition
of the pro-Beijing schools was not always as homogeneous as often perceived
by the public and the media. The drastic change in composition after the
1980s revealed that the schools were more politically heterogeneous than is
often contended.6 The HKMAO of the State Council, and the New China
News Agency (Xinhua she), grew dramatically in size and political impor-
tance; these institutions became a seat of strife between competing cliques.
More Hong Kong people joined the growing number of pro-Beijing forces,
spurring a corresponding increase in the complexity of the composition and
interests of the pro-Beijing forces after the mid-1990s.

New members, especially from the younger to middle-aged generations,
were recruited into the hardcore pro-Beijing organizations from conventional
elite circles. Members of these newly united pro-Beijing forces, which were
created by mixing hardcore and newly recruited members, were involved in
the establishment of new pro-Beijing schools, branch schools, educational
institutes, centers, and even international schools. The features and form of
schooling and the Chinese patriotism underpinning it represent a new, offi-
cially sanctioned national education approved by both the Beijing and Hong
-

1970s. According to government records, there were 44 pro-Beijing schools in over 90 separate
locations, providing approximately 37,700 places for students and constituting about 3.1% of the
total student population in March 1970. The medium of instruction was Cantonese, but Fukienese
and Putonghua (Mandarin Chinese) were also used in some pro-Beijing schools such as Fukien
Middle School and Pui Kiu Middle Schools as an unofficial medium of instruction.

6. Apart from the political strife between Li Hou of the State Council’s HKMAO and Xu Jiatun
of the New China News Agency and between Li Peng and Zhao Ziyang, insiders had different views
on the desired direction for development of the PRC, CCP, and Hong Kong. Lo Shiu Hing has
written about the internal fragmentation of the pro-Beijing elites in Hong Kong. See Lo Shiu Hing, ‘‘A
Profile of the ‘Pro-China Hong Kong Elite’: Images and Perceptions,’’ Issues & Studies 31:6 (June 1995),
pp. 98–127; idem, ‘‘The Chinese Communist Party Elite’s Conflict over Hong Kong, 1983–1990,’’
China Information 8:4 (Spring 1994), pp. 1–14.
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Kong governments and reflect the collaborative efforts of the newly united
pro-Beijing ruling elite in Hong Kong. In many cases, this new alliance has
created a new form of national education that extends beyond simply adopt-
ing the features of the hardcore pro-Beijing schools.

The increasing investment in national education also indicates the Hong
Kong government’s effort to reeducate local residents as patriotic Chinese
citizens.7 This is a controversial move in the eyes of many local people. For
many Hongkongese, pro-Beijing patriotism is overshadowed by suspicion of
the communist state, born of the folk memory of flight from starvation and
political persecution on the Mainland. Such new developments in education
will be discussed later, against the backdrop of China’s rise and its desire to
project ‘‘soft power.’’

This paper first explores the connections between pro-Beijing schools and
the institutionalization of pro-Beijing education. It traces the development of
pro-Beijing schools as an important element of pro-Beijing political camps in
Hong Kong. My goal is to explain how members (teachers, school managers,
headmasters, non-teaching staff, students, alumni, and parents) of these
schools were organized: how they reacted to social fragmentation, recruited
outside members, and won support from the population. Finally, features of
the national education approach practiced by hardcore pro-Beijing schools
are summarized and compared with the approaches of mainstream national
education in Hong Kong post-1997.

NATIONAL EDUCATION: STATE FORMATION AND EDUCATION

The transmission of culture in schools is never a value-free or neutral process.
Rather, such curricula and pedagogies reflect both the distribution of power
and the ideology of the dominant groups.8 Linking state formation and

7. Gordon Mathews, Eric Kit-wai Ma, and Tai Lok Lui, Hong Kong, China: Learning to Belong to
a Nation (London: Routledge, 2008); Thomas K. C. Tse, ‘‘Remaking Chinese Identity: Hegemonic
Struggles over National Education in Post-colonial Hong Kong,’’ International Studies in Sociology of
Education 17:3 (2007), pp. 231–48; Yan-wing Leung and George S. K. Ngai, ‘‘Competing Citizenship
Identities in the Global Age: The Case of Hong Kong,’’ Citizenship Teaching and Learning 6:3 (2011),
pp. 251–67.

8. Geoff Whitty, Sociology and School Knowledge: Curriculum, Theory, Research, and Politics
(London: Methuen, 1985); Michael F. D. Young, ed., Knowledge and Control: New Directions for the
Sociology of Education (London: Collier-Macmillian, 1971); Michael Apple, Ideology and the Curric-
ulum, 2nd. ed. (London: Routledge, 1990); Henry A. Giroux, Theory and Resistance in Education: A
Pedagogy for the Politics of the Opposition (New York: Bergin & Garvey, 1983).
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education implies that nationalism shaped by the ruling group can play
a significant role in consolidating the power of the state. In this case study
of pro-Beijing schools, the nature of schooling has to be considered as one of
the key outcomes of politics involving the PRC, Hong Kong, and the U.K.
Different phases of history brought changes to the schooling of Hong Kong
and to the form of national education that was implemented. This study
highlights the composition of pro-Beijing schools and how the form of
national education was transformed over time.

The connection between schooling and the state has been a major preoc-
cupation of educational studies over the past three decades.9 A number of
research studies have been conducted on general education policies and the
curriculum in Hong Kong under British rule.10 Through this research liter-
ature, the connection between pro-British state formation and education can
be analyzed. The colonial government of Hong Kong, like many other states
in the world, sought to transmit its ideal of citizenship through its public
schooling systems.11

Education, as part of a cultural-political package, helps authorities main-
tain power through socialization on behalf of the ruling group, and thereby
obviates the need for coercion.12 However, all these previous studies focus

9. For the connection between nation-state and citizenship education in different globalized
societies, see Alan Reid, Judith Gill, and Alan Sears, eds., Globalisation, the Nation-state and the
Citizen: Dilemmas and Directions for Civics and Citizenship Education (New York: Routledge, 2010).

10. Since the 1990s, the connection between the state (in terms of concept and function) and
education in Hong Kong has been a concern of educational literature, particularly for the sociology
of the curriculum, where the relationship between the state, education policy, and curriculum
practice is an ongoing debate. Luk reviews the function of Chinese culture in Chinese language and
literature. Sweeting and Wong focus on the politics of education in the maintenance of social sta-
bility and the status quo. Vickers interprets the history curriculum in relation to state building and
colonialism, and Kan studied the politics of the Chinese history curriculum. See Luk Hung-kay,
‘‘Chinese Culture in the Hong Kong Curriculum: Heritage and Colonialism,’’ Comparative Educa-
tion Review 35:4 (1991), pp. 650–60; Flora Kan, Hong Kong’s Chinese History Curriculum from 1945

(Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2007); Wong Ting-hong, Hegemonies Compared: State
Formation and Chinese School Politics in Postwar Singapore and Hong Kong (London: Routledge-
Falmer, 2002); Anthony Sweeting, A Phoenix Transformed: The Reconstruction of Education in Post-
war Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1993); and Edward Vickers, In Search of an
Identity: The Politics of History as a School Subject in Hong Kong, 1960s–2002 (New York: Routledge,
2003).

11. For details, see Wong Ting-hong, Hegemonies Compared.
12. Michael Apple, Cultural Politics and Education (Buckingham, U.K.: Open University Press,

1996); Basil Bernstein, ‘‘On the Classification and Framing of Knowledge,’’ in Knowledge and
Control, ed. by Michael F. D. Young (Basingstoke, U.K.: Collier-Macmillan, 1971), pp. 47–69;
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on the connection between education and the state-in-power; not many have
paid attention to the state in the shadows during the colonial era that came to
power in the handover. Attending to the history of relations with this ‘‘shadow’’
state can illuminate an otherwise obscure part of the puzzle of Hong Kong
education.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW: PRO-BEIJ ING SCHOOLS

Dozens of pro-Beijing schools were established in Hong Kong during the
1940s and 1950s, including Chung Ye School, Nan Fang School, Heung To
School, Mong Kok Workers’ Children’s School, Fishermen’s Children’s
School, Hon Wah Middle School, Chung Wah School, Sun Kiu School,
Fukien School, Tai Tak School, Tai Tung School, Nanshan Public School,
and Pui Kiu Middle School. From the 1940s onward, these schools pro-
claimed their loyalty to the PRC government, and their connections with
the CCP were always close. According to a new book by Ng Kong Man,
a former principal of Pui Kiu Middle School and a member of the National
People’s Congress (NPC) since 1975, ‘‘Pui Kiu is a successful example of the
United Front policy of the CCP.’’13 Ng himself was recruited to work in Pui
Kiu through the introduction of Lian Guan, the man in charge of the
underground CCP Hong Kong branch.14 Many teachers in 1947 were retur-
nees from the battlefield fighting the Kuomintang [Nationalist Party] for the
revolutionary cause of the CCP.15 Many of these teachers left the school and
returned to work for the newly established PRC in 1949.16 Ng shows in his
book that he accepted the arrangement, staying in the school in 1949 rather
than heading for mainland China.17

In fact, these pro-Beijing schools were widely accepted by the residents of
Hong Kong at certain points in history when education was neither free nor
compulsory. The tutorial fees of these schools were relatively low, in general.
-

William Pinar, The Synoptic Text Today and Other Essays: Curriculum Development after the Recon-
ceptualization (New York: Peter Lang, 2006).

13. Ng Kong Man, Wu Kangmin koushu lishi: Xianggang zhengzhi yu aiguo jiaoyu, 1947–2011 [Ng
Kong Man’s oral history: Hong Kong politics and patriotic education, 1947–2011] (Hong Kong:
Joint Publishing, 2011), p. 44.

14. Ibid., pp. 30–31.
15. Ibid.
16. Ibid.
17. Ibid.
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In March 1970, there were 44 pro-Beijing schools in over 90 separate loca-
tions, providing approximately 37,700 places for students and constituting
about 3.1% of the total student population.18

However, the development of these pro-Beijing schools was not smooth.
Tension between the pro-Beijing schools and the Hong Kong government
rose with Cold War politics, and this exacerbated the usual tone of anti-
imperialism. The turning point for relations between the pro-Beijing forces
and the British government of Hong Kong and mainstream Hong Kong
society was 1967, when the colonial government began actively seeking stron-
ger popular support. After communist-inspired riots broke out in the colony
in 1967, the pro-Beijing forces started to lose public sympathy and became
increasingly isolated, with a number of them following the government’s
social reforms. Although the 1967 riots originally arose from workers’ griev-
ances and labor disputes, the tension between the pro-Beijing forces and the
British Hong Kong government was intensified by spasmodic violence and
bombings. Hundreds of bombs, genuine and fake, were placed in the streets
with signboards proclaiming the pro-Beijing, anti-colonial stance of the peo-
ple who placed them. Students and teachers were found by authorities to be
involved in printing and distributing inflammatory leaflets and in making
and planting both fake and real bombs. During the confrontation, 37 pro-
Beijing school teachers and 217 students were arrested, and the headmasters
of certain pro-Beijing schools were detained under the Emergency Regula-
tions.19 When a student was injured while making a bomb in the Chung Wa
Middle School, the government closed and deregistered the school.20 Broad
public resentment grew in Hong Kong toward the local pro-Beijing forces.

Because of the 1967 riots, most local residents were alienated from the
socialist government of China, and popular support for the Hong Kong

18. Among the files the author found in the National Archives in London, there was a confi-
dential document of the Political Geographical Departments carrying files about the ‘‘Hong Kong
Communist School.’’ See details, Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO 40/537), Hong Kong
government policy on education––Hong Kong Communist School (Records of the Political Geo-
graphical Departments [Original Reference No: HKK 9/2 PART A, 1974]). This file was released in
January 2005. Heaton claims that ‘‘about 30,000 students (12%) [were] enrolled in communist-run
middle schools in Hong Kong’’ prior to the disturbances of 1967. The percentage is very different
from the government calculation shown in the above-mentioned document, but the actual place
provision is close. See William Heaton, ‘‘Maoist Revolutionary Strategy and Modern Colonialism:
The Cultural Revolution in Hong Kong,’’ Asian Survey 10:9 (September 1970), pp. 840–57.

19. FCO, Hong Kong Communist School.
20. Ibid.
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government increased. The government claimed that the education pro-
vided by the pro-Beijing schools was political and full of communist
indoctrination. After 1967, such accusations, and the repressive measures
imposed, were becoming widely accepted by the public and were consid-
ered fair.21

During the riots, a substantial number of the die-hard members of the
pro-Beijing camp were arrested, warned, and imprisoned, and many of the
underground networks were exposed and dissolved. Some CCP underground
members left the group; those left behind turned inward and kept their
profiles low until the mid-1980s, when the Sino-British Joint Declaration
was announced. However, in my interview conducted on February 15,
2007, a former headmaster of the Pui Kiu Middle School told me that more
branch schools were opened immediately after the riot as a demonstration of
communist resistance to the suppression by the Hong Kong British govern-
ment.22 Nevertheless, without the support of the community, the number of
the schools declined drastically in the following years. Teachers were relo-
cated to work in other PRC-affiliated organizations, and some chose to leave
because of their disillusionment with the CCP.

With the adoption of free and compulsory primary education in 1971 and
lower secondary education in 1977, families placed greater emphasis on the
ranking system. Saddled with no tradition of preparing students for public
examinations, a low percentage of trained graduate teachers, inadequate local
government support, and a failure to enroll enough students, many pro-
Beijing schools were forced to close in the 1970s as families selected more-
competitive schools that began to be subsidized by the government. In the
end, only one vocational training college (the Hong Kong College of Tech-
nology, HKCT) and five secondary schools—Pui Kui Middle School, Ho
Wah Middle School, Fukien Middle School, Mongkok Workers’ Children
School, and Heung To Middle School—remained by 1991, when the DSS (a
government sponsorship system) was introduced.

21. Ray Yep, ‘‘Cultural Revolution in Hong Kong: Emergency Powers, Administration of Justice,
and the Turbulent Year of 1967,’’ Modern Asian Studies 46:4 (July 2012), pp. 1007–32; Robert Bickers
and Ray Yep, May Day in Hong Kong: Riot and Emergency in 1967 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong
University Press, 2009); Ray Yep, ‘‘1967 Riots in Hong Kong: The Diplomatic and Domestic Fronts
of the Colonial Governor,’’ China Quarterly 193 (March 2008), pp. 122–39; and Denis Bray, Hong
Kong Metamorphosis (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2001).

22. The author was a teacher (panel head) in two pro-Beijing schools, and the interviews were
recorded in her doctoral dissertation.
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The linkages between state formation and pro-Beijing school identity are
reciprocal, interactive, and subtle. On the one hand, these schools could be
considered an example of autonomous forces in the Hong Kong school
system that actually opposed the hegemonic strategies of the British Hong
Kong government and the pro-British Hong Kong groups. On the other
hand, these schools could also be considered agents of the hegemony across
the border, fostering pro-hegemonic PRC consciousness, values, and iden-
tity. The pro-Beijing schools’ situation was complex, connecting education
and China’s state formation during the colonial era. Pro-Beijing schools
stood in a triangular relationship between two states (the PRC and British
Hong Kong). The situation changed drastically after reintegration, when
after the 1997 handover, the connection between education and the state
became the focus. China’s state formation in the schools was not opposed
by a comparable state formation project fighting for the loyalty of the masses.

The fortunes of these schools revived after the mid-1980s. The pro-Beijing
forces underwent drastic change, as new members were recruited into the
alliance. Newly united pro-Beijing forces were formed with the introduction
of these additional powers, resources, and elites. Pro-Beijing national educa-
tion has become an official theme in the mainstream education system during
the post-1997 years. And, for the first time in contemporary history, the
construction and promotion of pro-Beijing national education became part
of mainstream state formation.

THE BRITISH HONG KONG FACTOR AFFECTING

PRO-BEIJ ING SCHOOLS

Using different educational regulations and socializing strategies, during colo-
nial rule both the London-Hong Kong government and the Beijing-Hong
Kong shadow state at times intervened in education.23 Intended or not, the
outcome of such interventions was to strengthen or weaken the cultural
boundary between the pro-Beijing schools and the general culture of Hong
Kong or the Mainland. These state interventions included a government-
regulated official curriculum, local official assessment of schools, officially
approved textbooks, financial subsidies, regulation of the teaching medium,

23. Anthony Sweeting, A Phoenix Transformed; Chui-shan Lau, ‘‘Portrayals of Pro-Beijing Work-
ers’ Night Schools in Hong Kong from 1946 to post-1997,’’ Educational Research for Policy and
Practice 10:3 (2011), pp. 135–47; Edward Vickers, In Search of an Identity.
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government funding for tertiary education, school registration, and establish-
ing teacher qualifications.

British Hong Kong educational policies affected the identity of all Hong
Kong schools and students over the 155 years during which Britain ruled and
administered Hong Kong. The strategies of the pro-British forces were two-
fold in terms of cultural incorporation. First, they constructed a Chinese
national identity that was deeply embedded in traditional and ancient, not
modern, Chinese culture. Second, they attempted to exclude most forms of
political education in Hong Kong, both democratic and communist.24 This
set of policies strengthened the cultural boundaries of the pro-Beijing schools,
which promoted communism, Maoism, and Marxism.

The curriculum established for colonial Hong Kong does not support
theories of colonial cultural imperialism in which colonial governments den-
igrate the indigenous culture of the local population and indoctrinate them in
the host country’s culture. On the contrary, traditional Chinese culture and
values were promoted in the colonial education system of Hong Kong. This
policy spared the British Hong Kong government from the accusation that it
was attempting to eliminate Chinese culture. Such socializing strategies in
education ultimately consolidated the dominance of British rule in Hong
Kong.25

From the 1950s to the mid-1980s, education in colonial Hong Kong was
basically apolitical, denationalized, and examination-orientated, emphasizing
economic and pragmatic values. There was also an explicit regulation, Educa-
tion Regulation No. 98, prohibiting discussion of politics in the classroom.26

Other preventive measures were introduced to stop the infiltration of politics
into education: all textbooks had to be approved by the Education Depart-
ment, all extracurricular activities were supposed to be reported, and inspectors
from the Department made unannounced visits to private schools from
time to time; violations could be punished by the de-registration of the
school and the deportation of headmasters or school officials to the Chinese

24. Wong, Hegemonies Compared.
25. Luk, ‘‘Chinese Culture in the Hong Kong Curriculum,’’ pp. 650–60.
26. This particular guideline was removed from the Education Regulation in 1990. For details, see

Lee Wing On, ‘‘Citizenship Education in Hong Kong: Development and Challenges,’’ in Citizenship
Education in Asia and the Pacific: Concepts and Issues, ed. by W. O. Lee, David Grossman, Kerry J.
Kennedy, and Gregory Fairbrother (Hong Kong: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2004), pp. 59–80;
and Paul Morris and Anthony Sweeting, ‘‘Education and Politics: The Case of Hong Kong from an
Historical Perspective,’’ Oxford Review of Education 17 (1991), pp. 249–67.
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mainland. For example, in 1950, Lu Dong, the headmaster of Heung Tao
Middle School, was deported, and Du Baikui, a headmaster at Pui Kui
Middle School, was deported in 1958.27 These actions needed no legal
procedure so long as the consent of the colonial governor was obtained.28

Mainstream schools in Hong Kong steered clear of politics; the political
campaigns undertaken in the PRC were rarely mentioned before the 1990s.
Because of this, the political aspects of the pro-Beijing schools’ identity
contrasted starkly with mainstream school culture and led to marginaliza-
tion of the pro-Beijing schools.29 At the same time, differences between
different pro-Beijing groups were narrowed, and they were squeezed into
a closely knit faction in the 1960s and the 1970s.

THE BEIJ ING FACTOR AFFECTING PRO-BEIJ ING SCHOOLS

The influence of the PRC government and the sociopolitical situation in China
also shaped the identity of the pro-Beijing schools, explicitly and implicitly.
According to a Hong Kong British government report released in 2005 in the
National Archive in London (after being kept secret for 30 years), the pro-
Beijing forces and their schools in Hong Kong were controlled by a party
committee subordinate to the Guangdong Provincial Party Committee of the
CCP, which also controlled the communist labor circle in Hong Kong:

Since 1968, all communist circles in Hong Kong have been guided by a general
directive from Chou En-Lai (Zhou Enlai, the PRC’s first premier) that the
struggle was to continue on peaceful lines, avoiding collisions with the British.
The main task was to win over the masses by appeals to patriotic feelings and
by increased political indoctrination. More specific instructions for educational
circles were received from Kwangtung [Guangdong] in 1968, namely, that

� Existing communist schools should cater for increased numbers of
students by opening new branch schools rather than by attempting to
enlarge existing premises;

� Less time should be devoted to Mao study and more to academic
subjects to enable more students to pass the public examinations;

27. Ng Kong Man, Wu Kangmin koushu lishi, pp. 51–52.
28. Sweeting, A Phoenix Transformed.
29. Chui-shan Lau, ‘‘Portrayals of Pro-Beijing Workers’ Night Schools’’; idem, ‘‘Hong Kong

Socialist Experimentation in the Colonial Era: Patriotic Schools,’’ China Report 47:1 (2011), pp. 25–35.
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� There should be more contact between parents and staff; and

� Communist schools should make greater efforts to win over neutral
schools, particularly those which have already been penetrated by
communist agents.30

In short, the Chinese communist direction basically refers to the united
front policy of the CCP that guided the communists to unite and organize all
those who could be united and organized, regardless of disparities in socio-
economic background, sectoral interests, and sometimes even political view-
points. The same document also suggested that these schools were financially
self-supporting until 1967. It is recorded that they received four million Hong
Kong dollars (approximately US$512,000 at today’s exchange rate) from the
PRC government in 1970. If the content of this document represents the true
connection between the pro-Beijing schools and the PRC government, the
influence of the PRC in shaping the institutional identity is made explicit.
The pro-Beijing schools represented an element of official state intervention
by the PRC government in Hong Kong education. Thus, the pro-Beijing
political identity of these schools is quite different from that of other Chinese
schools.

The situation on the Mainland also affected the identity of these schools.
For example, according to the education regulations of the Nationalist Chi-
nese or Republic of China (ROC) government in 1931, all Chinese schools in
the British colony were encouraged to register with the Guangdong provin-
cial government. Some Chinese schools were run as extensions of the Main-
land educational system, using the textbooks and curriculum of China and,
until the 1960s, encouraging students to study at universities in the Main-
land. Many Chinese students arranged to take the public examinations of
China rather than the colonial examinations, and large numbers stayed in the
Mainland to work. It was not until 1961, when the Chinese government
stopped admitting non-Mainland students because of the downturn in Chi-
na’s economic conditions, that the pro-Beijing school students started to stay
and pursue their studies in Hong Kong. This change in policy implied that
pro-Beijing schools had to assimilate themselves into the mainstream Hong
Kong system if non-PRC-related education and career opportunities were to
be goals for their students.

30. FCO, Hong Kong Communist School, p. 32.
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Another example occurred in the 1980s when many members of pro-Beijing
schools were attracted by China’s booming economy and went to work for
China-related businesses and enterprises in Hong Kong and in China. Some
die-hard members of the pro-Beijing schools, including graduates, former
teachers, and school managers, left the schools and established their own
China-related enterprises. Then the identity of the schools became less dog-
matic, less political, more market-oriented, and more neoliberal capitalistic.

Although these pro-Beijing schools were keen to help the PRC expand
their political influence in Hong Kong, fragmentation within the schools
surfaced after 1989. A former pro-Beijing manager revealed to me that about
20% of teaching staff of at least two major pro-Beijing schools left their
schools shortly after 1989.31 Lo Shiu Hing’s study suggests that further com-
plications were added with the political strife between Li Hou of the State
Council’s HKMAO and Xu Jiatun of the New China News Agency and
between Li Peng and Zhao Ziyang.32

Nevertheless, it was also very likely that insiders of the pro-Beijing schools
had different views on the developments in the PRC, the CCP, and the issues
relating to Hong Kong. Some of these die-hard pro-Beijing individuals
were/are not uncritical of Beijing’s policies. They may have chosen to leave
the schools voluntarily; some say they have been extremely disillusioned
with the CCP and the PRC.33 Many gave up their mission of socializing
others for the PRC; some chose to work and live outside the pro-Beijing
networks, and some chose to pursue careers in business related to China.34

Pro-Beijing schools could mold state formation by producing social com-
partmentalization and antagonism. If they were culturally distinct from other
schools, they could socialize their members in a manner that was different
from that of other schools and consequently engender social separation from

31. The author’s interviews for this research, cited below, were held with 42 informants drawn
from four groups in Hong Kong involving (1) government officials, (2) educators and sympathizers or
affiliates of the pro-Beijing forces at the time, (3) administrators of the pro-Beijing primary and
secondary schools and the HKCT, and (4) teachers and students of these schools. Although their
individual experiences are not explicitly described here, their recollections provide important ele-
ments of the practice of pro-Beijing education. The reactions of the individuals in the processes of
transformation and accommodation are investigated insofar as these reactions affected the imple-
mentation of the curriculum.

32. Lo, ‘‘A Profile of the ‘Pro-China Hong Kong Elite’,’’ pp. 98–127; idem, ‘‘The Chinese
Communist Party Elite’s Conflict,’’ pp. 1–14.

33. Author’s interview records, August 11, 2009.
34. Ibid.
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the broader public. If they could assimilate a large proportion of the Hong
Kong population into their own specific cultural dialogue and pro-Beijing
national identity, a powerful antagonistic force would be established to agi-
tate against the British Hong Kong state. If it were possible to achieve such
a state of affairs, the ruling class would be forced to readjust its education
policies. In the end, these moves could modify the Chinese national identity
of the Hong Kong population.

In this sense, as an agent of pro-Beijing state formation, these pro-Beijing
schools had to attract a large number of local people by adopting policies that
weakened cultural boundaries. By the mid-1980s, the schools were fairly cultur-
ally distinct from the mainstream schools. Students and members of the schools
were inculcated with a PRC-centered outlook that was inimical to foreign
cultures. As a result, they failed to attract a significant number of members
because they rejected the pragmatic, secular, indigenous, and global elements
valued by the Hong Kong public, such as academic achievement, liberalism,
freedom of speech, global perspectives, and exposure to the wider world.

FEATURES OF NATIONAL EDUCATION IN PRO-BEI J ING SCHOOLS

Pro-Beijing schools asserted that colonial education in capitalist society serves
to make people yield meekly to capitalist exploitation and oppression. The
curricula of the pro-Beijing schools therefore attempted to imbue the new
generation of Hong Kong students with a nationalistic ideology and educate
them to help build a strong motherland. In this sense, the schools were based
on a new educational theory and methods radically different from those of
the colonial and capitalist society. They taught entirely new content: without
this instruction, the remnants of the old ideas in the minds of people and the
bourgeois ideology infiltrating from the outside would likely reemerge to
impede the building of Chinese socialism.

Specific features were present in the pro-Beijing school system to provide
a more concrete indication of their patriotic tendency and the nature of
national education. Although not easily separated, four major features can be
highlighted. These features were emphasized during the colonial era in general.
The emphasis on each varied over time, but they were constant elements in the
curriculum throughout the period. The four features were regular trips to
mainland China, promoting pro-Beijing nationalism, the inclusion of Chinese
culture in arts education, and an emphasis on politics in education.
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Regular Trips to China

Teachers, administrators, and students of these pro-Beijing schools had a tra-
dition of school trips to China. Members of the schools visited different
places reflecting the achievements of the PRC. Arrangements were made for
them to visit important revolutionary bases, military bases, government
buildings, model factories, schools, and model homes; listen to speeches of
senior officials of the Communist Youth League or sometimes the CCP; and
meet or eat with key local government officers.35

Promoting Pro-Beijing Nationalistic Ideologies, Campaigns, and Activities

Raising the national flag and singing the national anthem were important
to these schools, even though raising the PRC flag was prohibited by the
Education Ordinance in colonial Hong Kong. Many pro-Beijing schools
used teaching materials from the Mainland, complying with the standard
of the Cultural Revolution for classroom teaching.36 These schools generally
held their morning assembly with discussions on the achievements of New
China, government campaigns, or the content of the major official newspaper
Renmin Ribao (People’s Daily).37 Special programs, exhibitions, or China tours
were made to promote China’s achievements. For example, schools held a num-
ber of ping-pong competitions, and students and teachers practiced the sport
intensively during the ping-pong diplomacy years of the early 1970s.38 Exhibi-
tion matches were held to celebrate the launching of China’s first atomic bomb
in 1964.39

The Inclusion of Chinese Culture in Arts Education

During the 1970s to 1980s, when the mainstream schools concentrated re-
sources on promoting Western culture,40 pro-Beijing schools kept encouraging

35. Ibid.
36. Interview records, January 3, 2004, June 12, 2006, November 13, 2006.
37. Ibid.
38. Interview records, January 3, 2004, February 15, 2005.
39. Interview records, January 3, 2004, February 15, 2005, February 2, 2006.
40. The Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra was established in 1895 and is widely respected by

parents and pupils; it has ties to many secondary schools. In contrast, it was not until the late 1990s
that a Chinese orchestra gained mainstream popularity. ‘‘Friends of the Hong Kong Chinese
Orchestra’’ was founded in 1998, with two branch orchestras for youth and children in 2003. See
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students to play Chinese instruments, dance and sing in Chinese, and learn
Chinese arts and calligraphy.41 In the past two decades, a number of Heung
To’s graduates have become leading figures in developing key Chinese
orchestra organizations including the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra and
the Hong Kong Music Lover Chinese Orchestra.42

Emphasizing the Importance of Politics in Education

Political discussion was handled in regular classes. An independent subject,
Politics, was introduced in some of the pro-Beijing schools from the 1950s to
the late 1970s. Teachers and students every morning read together supple-
mentary materials from the Mainland such as Renmin Ribao, the ‘‘Little Red
Book’’ of Mao Zedong, and communist handbooks, despite the fact that they
were technically illegal.43 The approach was characterized as political social-
ization, and the concept of citizenship transmitted was one-sided.

Socializing Strategies from the Transitional Period (1984–97) to the

Post-1997 Years

Since the handover to Chinese sovereignty, the Special Administrative
Region of Hong Kong (HKSAR) has faced numerous political and economic
challenges. In education policy, official attempts to articulate and popularize
a vision of the patriotic Chinese citizen are clearly indicated in the policy
addresses of Chief Executive Donald Tsang (2005–12),44 and his successor. At
the same time, efforts were made within the pro-Beijing forces to strengthen
their position in the broader society of Hong Kong.
-

Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra, About HKCO, at <http://www.hkco.org/HKCO_Friends.aspx?
channel¼1&pagenumber¼12&lang¼E>, accessed November 10, 2012. For more details, see Law
Wing Wah, ‘‘Globalisation and Citizenship Education in Hong Kong,’’ Comparative Education
Review 48:3 (2004), p. 266; Lee Wing On, ‘‘The Development of Citizenship Education Curriculum
in Hong Kong after 1997,’’ in Citizenship Curriculum in Asia and the Pacific, ed. by David Grossman,
Lee Wing On, and Kerry Kennedy (Hong Kong: Comparative Education Research Center, 2008),
pp. 29–42, 35.

41. Pui Kiu Middle School, The 50th Anniversary (Hong Kong: Pui Kiu, 1996).
42. Yang Weijie, Case Study of Chinese Instrumental Music Activities: Heung To Middle School

(M. Phil. diss., Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2008).
43. Interview records, November 13, 2006, May 14, 2005, July 3, 2007, and December 24, 2007.
44. Donald Tsang, 2008–9 Policy Address: Embracing New Challenges (Hong Kong: HKSAR

Government Printer, 2008), p. 27.
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Modifications and Diversification in Pro-Beijing Schools

The transfer of sovereignty gave experienced and hardcore pro-Beijing
schools an advantage in preparing students to help transform post-1997 Hong
Kong society in line with the nationalistic agenda the schools had nurtured
for decades. The most direct assistance came as financial support. The DSS
was introduced by the Education Bureau in 1991 as a means to enhance the
quality of private schools in Hong Kong. The five remaining pro-Beijing
schools joined the scheme when it started. Within two decades, these pro-
Beijing schools had established branch schools and moved to new premises.
Pui Kiu Middle School created two new branch schools (one primary school
and one secondary school) in the Shatin suburban area, in addition to its
original well-furnished base in North Point. Fukien Middle School has
extended itself from North Point to Siu Sai Wan and Kwun Tong. Hon
Wah College (Hon Wah Middle School) moved to new premises in Siu Sai
Wan in 2006. Heung Tao Middle School has become the largest of the pro-
Beijing schools, with four additional branch schools in Tin Shiu Wai, Tseung
Kwan O, Mong Kok, and Tai Po.

The HKCT was the largest pro-Beijing vocational training college. Gov-
ernment subsidized programs began in 1998,45 only nine months after the
handover. With subsidies from the Education Department of the Hong
Kong government, two programs were initiated, ‘‘The induction program for
newly arrived children from the mainland’’ and ‘‘The English extension pro-
gram for newly arrived children from the mainland.’’ In the following years,
hundreds of the HKCT’s courses have been supported by the Employee
Retraining Board and the government funded Youth Pre-employment Train-
ing Program. Without all this direct and indirect support from the govern-
ment, HKCT would be on the verge of collapse in the face of keen
competition in the provision of tertiary and vocational education.

A large international education management firm, Yew Wah Education
Management Company, Ltd., was established by a renowned pro-Beijing
hardcore figure, Yip Kwok-Wah, and his wife, Betty Chan Po-king, in
2000. Apart from recruiting Chinese and non-Chinese students into their
international schools, their scope includes educational holiday facilities, pub-
lishing, and other education services. The company aims to enhance ‘‘mutual

45. For details, see Lau, ‘‘Portrayals of Pro-Beijing Workers’ Night Schools.’’
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understanding of the Eastern and Western Cultures.’’46 Students at Yew
Wah’s schools and its affiliated educational enterprise, Yew Chung’s schools
in Shanghai, Yantai, Chongqing, Beijing, Shenzhen, and Hong Kong, Chi-
nese or non-Chinese, are expected to acquire knowledge of Putonghua,
Chinese culture, and current events in China. For many of these students
from upper middle class families, the attraction lies in China and/or the
China market. Their enrollment may not always reflect a love of the nation
on the part of the families, but the decision to enroll certainly reflects a drive
to shape Chinese national identity.47

A new united front alliance has also been formed in the education sector as
new people and new schools join. Many people who have been targeted and
recruited as members of this alliance come from conventional elite circles––
students or graduates of top universities, Master’s or Ph.D. degree holders,
professionals, senior officers or partners of big businesses and the govern-
ment.48 Within the pro-Beijing schools, many new immigrants from the
Mainland have risen quickly in the school administrative hierarchy without
even having proved their management abilities.49 Since the 1990s, newly
appointed principals of a number of pro-Beijing schools have work experience
that diverges from that of their predecessors, including in other, non-pro-
Beijing circles. Some joined in the pro-Beijing university student activities in
the 1970s; many have good track records in other schools.50

This practice is very different from the past for these hardcore pro-Beijing
schools. Because schools are considered to be a major socializing agent,
doctrinal purity and allegiance were considered crucial. The Red Line51 in-
sisted on flying the PRC’s flag and displaying Mao’s picture.52 At least two

46. Yew Wah Education Management Company, Ltd., About us, <http://mgt.yewwah.com/
about_e.htm>, accessed December 18, 2011.

47. Chinese patriotism represents not only top-down efforts of the state; bottom-up creation
should also be considered. Mathews, Ma, and Lui suggest that Hong Kongers’ national identity is
also shaped by market forces. See idem, Hong Kong, China.

48. Interview records, December 1, 2006, February 15, 2007, March 24, 2007, and August 2,
2010.

49. Ibid.
50. Interview records, July 13, 2011.
51. ‘‘The Red Line consisted of left-wing schools, unions, and businesses that flew China’s flag

and displayed Chairman Mao’s picture but wouldn’t admit to being part of the Communist Party.’’
Still, it was widely accepted among the public that these were left-wing extremists. See Kenneth Ore,
Song of the Azalea (Toronto: Penguin, 2005), p. 188.

52. Ibid.

LAU / STATE FORMATION AND EDUCATION IN HONG KONG � 745



interviewees indicated that CCP membership for these schools’ principals
was essential in the 1960s and 1970s.53 Although it is hard to verify whether
this new generation of principals will earn their party membership once they
secure the headship, it is likely that long-term dedication to the CCP is no
longer a major prerequisite for promotion nowadays.

Also, more and more regular schools are practicing pro-Beijing national
educational activities with the encouragement and sponsorship of the govern-
ment or from pro-Beijing nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Although
these regular schools may not have direct connections with the CCP in Beijing,
they are adopting national education programs with the above-mentioned
features, including taking regular tours to China; promoting pro-Beijing
nationalistic ideologies, campaigns and activities; and emphasizing the impor-
tance of politics in education by taking part in certain political or election
activities. Chinese arts education has also greatly expanded from the 1990s
onward.

NATIONAL EDUCATION: GOVERNMENT POLICIES AND

PRACTICES OF MAINSTREAM SCHOOLS

The advent of the transition to Chinese rule, beginning in the mid-1980s,
heralded a gradual abandonment of the depoliticized and non-national strain
in education. Moves to introduce China-related elements into education
included adding a new subject, Liberal Studies, strengthening the teaching
of Putonghua, and emphasizing national education. With the introduction of
Liberal Studies, using newspapers as a classroom resource became a common
element in senior secondary schools. Many teachers use their class lessons,
school assemblies, and breaks to read newspapers and discuss current events
with students. Political events taking place in China and Hong Kong are hot
topics for discussion.

The importance of Putonghua has been bolstered. From 1998 onward,
Putonghua has been taught in all primary schools, and it has been an inde-
pendent subject in the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination since
2000. Young people are expected to be aware of political and community affairs
and familiar with moral and civic knowledge. National identity is supposed to
cultivate a sense of belonging to the SAR, as well as to China as a whole.

53. Interview records, July 13, 2011, November 20, 2009.
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The promotion of national education has been a central element in cur-
riculum development in Hong Kong since 1997. Soon after the handover,
government circulars were issued to remind schools to raise the national flag
on significant occasions and to use national symbols. Most schools, if not all,
raise the national flag and teach the Chinese national anthem as encouraged
by the government. The SAR’s first chief executive, Tung Chee-Hwa, high-
lighted national education and patriotism to develop a national identity and
called on the community to work together to foster patriotic Chinese citizens.
A set of new curricular guidelines replaced the 1996 version, with the express
purpose of helping children and teenagers become ‘‘good citizens,’’ shoulder
obligations of the individual to society, display virtues associated with tradi-
tional Chinese culture and values, and maintain a strong attachment to
ethno-cultural nationalism.54 In 1998, the Curriculum Development Institute
established a working group to examine China-related elements in the cur-
riculum and completed a report, China Elements in the School Curriculum:
Curriculum Examination Report,55 which suggested increasing elements
related to China in subject content. A National Education Center was estab-
lished in 2004 under the management of a pro-China education body, the
Federation of Education Workers.

The CDC reworked and issued a Revised Moral and Civic Education Curric-
ulum Framework56 in which national education is emphasized. The General
Studies Curriculum at primary level is also enriched with content related to the
development of contemporary China. Furthermore, Life and Society classes at
the junior secondary level have been taught since 2010, in which the political,
social, and economic systems and the present situation of the PRC are
included.57

Teachers and students are sponsored to visit the Mainland through
exchange programs in order to gain a better understanding of the current
development of China and to develop a sense of national identity through

54. Thomas Kwan-choi Tse, ‘‘Whose Citizenship Education? Hong Kong from a Spatial and
Cultural Politics Perspective,’’ Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 28:2 (2007), pp.
159–77.

55. Curriculum Development Council (CDC), China Elements in the School Curriculum: Cur-
riculum Examination Report (Hong Kong: Government Printer, 1998).

56. Education Bureau, Revised Moral and Civic Education Curriculum Framework (Hong Kong:
Government Printer, 2008).

57. Idem, Life and Society Curriculum Guide (Secondary 1–3) (2010), <http://www.edb.gov.hk/en/
curriculum-development/kla/pshe/curriculum-documents.html>, accessed June 27, 2013.
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personal experience. In 2004, the Education and Manpower Bureau (EMB,
later renamed EDB, the Education Bureau) launched a national education
program as part of the youth leadership award scheme, arranging for 170

student leaders to enroll in an 11-day program in Beijing.58 Teachers, school
mid-level managers, and principals have also been invited to subsidized train-
ing programs co-organized by local and Mainland universities every year in
the past decade. According to the 2008–09 Policy Address,59 the HKSAR
government has injected additional resources to provide more-extensive
Mainland exchange opportunities for pupils, including upper primary and
junior secondary students. The ‘‘Tonggen Tongxin’’ (Same Root, Same
Heart) program, first introduced in 2008–09 by the EDB, is a specially
organized exchange tour for upper primary and junior secondary students.
A ‘‘Xin Huo Xiang Chuan’’ (Passing the Torch) National Education Com-
mittee was established in 2009 to organize a series of national education
activities, including seminars, workshops, summer camps, Internet games,
and so on.60

News about the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games, Chinese Olympic medal-
ists, outstanding Chinese scientists, the Shanghai World Expo 2010, and the
Mainland’s successful completion of space missions have all been used to
boost nationalist education in schools. Special programs such as school tours
to visit the site of the devastating 2008 earthquake in Sichuan Province, the
Shanghai World Expo, and school visits by national astronauts and Olympic
medalists were introduced and sponsored by the government and/or pro-
Beijing NGOs.

In response to the urgent need to cultivate the younger generation’s sense
of belonging to the HKSAR and the PRC, educational reform documents
published in 2002 emphasized the inclusion of Chinese culture in arts edu-
cation.61 Singing and listening to folk songs from diverse regions of China

58. Lee Wing-on, ‘‘The Development of Citizenship Education Curriculum in Hong Kong after
1997: Tensions between National Identity and Global Citizenship,’’ in Citizenship Curriculum in
Asia and the Pacific, ed. by Grossman, Lee, and Kennedy, pp. 29–42.

59. HKSAR Government (HKSARG), 2008–2009 Policy Address: Embracing New Challenges,
<http://www.policyaddress.gov.hk/08-09/eng/policy.html>, accessed November 18, 2010.

60. Xin Huo Xiang Chuan National Education Activities, Inauguration Ceremony, <http://www.
passontorch.org.hk/b5_html/index_3.html>, accessed February 18, 2013.

61. CDC, Arts Education: Key Learning Area Curriculum Guide (Primary 1-Secondary 3) (Hong
Kong: Government Printing Department, 2002), pp. 101–05.
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and playing Chinese instruments were encouraged.62 Immediately after the
handover, the Education Department also produced a CD-ROM introduc-
ing Cantonese opera and Chinese instruments.63 And a series of 39 programs
on Chinese music was produced in collaboration with RTHK, Radio and
Television of Hong Kong.64

In addition, a consultation paper on the Moral and National Education
Curriculum65 was released by the EDB in May 2011 suggesting that Hong
Kong students should receive further political socialization in primary and
secondary school, with Moral and National Education as a mandatory subject
beginning from 2012 or soon thereafter. The Hong Kong public and the
education sector reacted strongly to the paper, which was described by some
as introducing a curriculum full of brainwashing contents. Politically sensi-
tive issues such as the June 4, 1989, Tiananmen massacre, the corruption and
nepotism of Chinese government officials, and the CCP’s political suppres-
sion of dissidents were not mentioned.

An anti-national education movement was started voluntarily by parents
and escalated shortly into a major campaign in Hong Kong. A joint statement
was made on July 23, 2012, in three local newspapers with the endorsement of
30 prominent persons including lawyers, scholars, and a bishop.66 A coalition
of local organizations, the Civil Alliance against National Education, led
a large-scale strike to protest against the introduction of national education
as a mandatory subject in the square outside government headquarters on
July 29. A 10-day hunger strike was launched involving fewer than 10 people,
but thousands flocked to show support in the following days, filling the area
with banners, sleeping bags, loudspeakers, and tents. University students
boycotted classes.67

62. Ibid.; and Curriculum Development Institute, Supervision Report on Chinese Elements in the
School Curriculum (Hong Kong: Government Printing Department, 1998), p. 14.

63. Law Wing-wah and Ho Wai-chung, ‘‘Values Education in Hong Kong School Music
Education: A Sociological Critique,’’ British Journal of Educational Studies 52:1 (March 2004), pp.
65–82, 71.

64. Ibid.
65. CDC, Moral and National Education Curriculum Guide (P1-S6), <http://www.edb.gov.hk/

index.aspx?nodeID¼91&langno¼1>, accessed May 14, 2012.
66. ‘‘Johnny Y. S. Lau: It’s the Educational Content That Worries the Hongkongers,’’ BBC

(Chinese Net), July 23, 2012, <http://www.bbc.co.uk/zhongwen/trad/chinese_news/2012/07/120723_
ana_hk_education.shtml>, accessed February 18, 2013.

67. ‘‘The Fourth Day of the Anti-National Education Occupy Movement,’’ ibid., <http://www.
bbc.co.uk/zhongwen/trad/chinese_news/2012/09/120902_hongkong_national_education.shtml>,
accessed February 18, 2013. The Transport Department issued a Traffic Notice to the public about

LAU / STATE FORMATION AND EDUCATION IN HONG KONG � 749



On September 8, a day before the 2012 Legislative Council (LegCo) election,
the Hong Kong government backed down from plans to make national edu-
cation a mandatory subject, leaving it up to schools to decide when and how
they would like to introduce Moral and National Education.68 The current
chief executive, C. Y. Leung, announced that the deadline for implementing
the subject in three years’ time was withdrawn.69 Although the controversy
ended, the government’s intention to promote a stronger emotional sense of
belonging to China in school is obvious, and additional and increasing re-
sources are provided to schools that undertake national education activities.

The consultation paper and the materials provided on the EDB website for
Moral, Civic and National Education70 are comprehensive and cover the pas-
sage of pupils from kindergarten to primary school (P1-P6) and senior second-
ary school (S1-S6). Five domains, personal, family, social, national, and global,
are included. Teaching materials, monitoring, and performance evaluations are
all provided. The Curriculum Guide outlines details of the knowledge, atti-
tudes, and skills to be transmitted and gives advice to teachers on methods.

After reviewing these materials, it is interesting to note the inclusion of
subjects that relate to two major features of the pro-Beijing schools’ national
education. First, there is an emphasis on the comprehensive learning oppor-
tunities that occur inside and outside of school: ‘‘Besides learning opportu-
nities such as morning assemblies, school assemblies, class teacher periods
and co-curricular activities, schools also make use of other comprehensive
learning experiences, including community services, visits, mainland
exchange programmes, and project learning to enhance students’ understand-
ing of the society and the nation . . . ’’71 As with the nationalistic practices that
took place in the pro-Beijing schools,72 the government encourages the use of
-

the special arrangement made for the protest. Transport Department, Traffic Notices, <http://www.
td.gov.hk/tc/traffic_notices/index_id_30581.html>, accessed February 18, 2013.

68. ‘‘Anti-National Education Protest Keeps Going before the Legco Election,’’ BBC (Chinese
Net), <http://www.bbc.co.uk/zhongwen/trad/chinese_news/2012/09/120908_hk_demo.shtml>, ac-
cessed February 18, 2013.

69. ‘‘HKCEO Withdraws the Deadline for Implementation in Three Years’ Time,’’ ibid., <http://
www.bbc.co.uk/zhongwen/trad/rolling_news/2012/09/120908_rolling_hk_education.shtml>, accessed
February 18, 2013.

70. EDB, Moral, Civic, and National Education, <http://www.edb.gov.hk/index.aspx?langno¼2&
nodeID¼2397>, accessed May 14, 2012.

71. CDC, Moral and National Education Curriculum Guide (P1-S6).
72. Lau, ‘‘Portrayals of Pro-Beijing Workers’ Night Schools’’; Lau Chui Shan, ‘‘Hong Kong

Socialist Experimentation in the Colonial Era: Patriotic Schools,’’ China Report: A Journal of East
Asian Studies 47:1 (2011), pp. 25–35.
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all such gathering opportunities. Second, the ultimate purpose of national
education is to encourage students to contribute to their country, acquire
a strong sense of belonging to the nation, and love their motherland.73 This
tendency displays a transmission approach to national education, conveying
beliefs that support the pre-existing political institutions and a passive image
of Chinese citizenship. One could argue, however, that students are not being
prepared critically to understand and analyze China’s institutions, its pro-
cesses of government, law, and politics.

Although many Hong Kong parents do not welcome the introduction
of national education as a mandatory subject, the need to understand
China is the main reason that there was no large-scale resistance when
a number of national education practices were first introduced in schools
immediately after the handover. It is plain that a large portion of the Hong
Kong population does not deny the importance of knowing China, but
feels that national education characterized by a single-minded, China-
centered agenda and strategies for supporting the state are both undesir-
able. Many parents, NGOs and the press are alert to such risks in these
national education activities and see themselves as attempting to oppose
any form of ‘‘brainwashing’’ embedded in learning activities; many have
urged the Hong Kong government to review policies and subject related to
national education.

CONCLUSION

Historically, many Hongkongese lacked a sense of national identity.74 Most
have mixed feelings toward China, and many have long harbored suspicions

73. ‘‘Achievements in implementing MNE (Moral and National Education) are becoming evi-
dent. According to the ‘International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) 2009’ con-
ducted by the International Association for the Evaluation of Education Achievement (IEA) in which
140,000 junior secondary students from 38 countries or regions were surveyed, Hong Kong students
were ranked number five among the 38 participating countries or regions in terms of knowledge and
performance in civic education and qualities. Respect for the national flag and anthem and a sense of
responsibility toward the nation were significantly higher than those of 10 years prior. In addition,
over 90% of the students showed concern about social issues; over 80% agreed that ‘I love my
country’; nearly 75% believed they had responsibility for the development of the country; and more
than half of them thought demands should be expressed in a peaceful and rational manner.’’ CDC,
Moral and National Education Curriculum Guide (P1-S6), pp. 2–3.

74. See Mathews, Ma, and Lui, Hong Kong, China; Edward Vickers, ‘‘Learning to Love the
Motherland: ‘National Education’ in Post-Retrocession Hong Kong,’’ in Designing History in East
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of the communist state, borne of various negative collective memories: flights
from political persecution in the 1950s to 1970s, June 4 in 1989, daily reports
of China’s corruption and nepotism, suppressive measures imposed on dis-
sidents, food safety problems, and concerns about animal and human rights.
China is rising and seeking to strengthen its soft power internationally, in
part by emphasizing an ‘‘internationalist’’ rhetoric that serves primarily to
support its ambitions for enhanced global status and a more muscular global
business posture. Within this context, the politics of the retrocession has
channelled official Hong Kong efforts in national education toward the
pro-Beijing mainland mainstream, following models set by the local pro-
Beijing forces.

For decades before 1997, the pro-Beijing schools had been focusing on the
preparations for the change of sovereignty. In line with this tradition of fos-
tering pro-Beijing identity, four major features can be found in the implemen-
tation of nationalistic education in these pro-Beijing schools: (1) regular trips to
China; (2) promoting pro-Beijing nationalistic ideologies, campaigns, and
activities; (3) emphasizing the importance of politics in education; and (4) the
inclusion of Chinese culture in arts education.

It has become apparent in the post-1997 period that the official discourse
on national education in Hong Kong has converged with the traditions of
pro-Beijing schools. A large number of schools have arranged visits to China
following officially sponsored itineraries. China-related elements have been
added to curricular subjects including Liberal Studies, General Studies, and
Life and Society. The teaching of Putonghua has been strengthened. The
importance of politics in education is emphasized in the two modules,
Modern China and Hong Kong Today, of the Liberal Studies program.
The inclusion of Chinese culture in arts education was formalized in the
educational reform documents of 2002, and more resources are being pro-
vided by the government to promote playing Chinese instruments and
learning Chinese folk arts.

State support for national education has been developed within the
new subject Moral and National Education, whose official website uses the
title Moral, Civil, and National Education. However, the Hong Kong gov-
ernment’s intention to make national education a mandatory subject called

-

Asian Textbooks: Identity Politics and Transnational Aspirations, ed. by Gotelind Müller (New
York: Routledge, 2011), pp. 85–117.
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Moral and National Education eventually led to a protest on July 29, 2012,
with a crowd estimated by the police at 32,000 and by organizers at 90,000,75

and a number of other campaigns to denounce the teaching manual and the
subject as ‘‘brainwashing.’’ Although the Hong Kong Education Bureau issued
a statement strongly disavowing the teaching manual, suspicions remain that
schools are being used to enhance public views of the CCP and to foster
loyalty to the state.

The interplay of the discourses of state formation and education is the
dominant theme of this article. With the promotion of state-supporting
national education, mainstream education in Hong Kong post-1997 explicitly
aims to enhance students’ sense of belonging to their motherland and desire
to make a contribution to China. Such education can be seen as utilitarian
and instrumental: the promotion of national integration and the develop-
ment of human resources both contribute to China’s economy and interna-
tional status. Nevertheless, it remains an open question whether these
measures can shape a truly pro-Beijing national identity. The resistance of
the local Hong Kong population to the introduction of Moral and National
Education as a mandatory subject has clearly illustrated that unquestioned love
for the state is not yet a popular attribute in Hong Kong. National identity
today is no longer fixed and homogeneous. Rather, it can be plural and
situational. ‘‘Sunshine patriotism,’’76 a market-based sense of national identity,
is taking the place of more traditional models of patriotism.

75. Wikipedia, Moral and National Education, <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moral_and_
National_Education>, accessed February 18, 2013.

76. ‘‘Sunshine patriotism’’ refers to ‘‘patriotism felt at times of triumph but not at other times.’’
See Mathews, Ma, and Lui, Hong Kong, China, p. 94.
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