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Hong Kong’s ‘National Education’ Controversy in Historical Perspective

Edward Vickers
Kyushu University, Japan

The summer of 2012 witnessed the emergence — or re-emergence — of two popular
protest movements in Hong Kong: a patriotic campaign to assert Chinese sovereignty
over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, and a drive to resist Beijing-backed efforts to
introduce a new, compulsory programme of patriotic education in local schools.
Superficially, these movements appear to send contradictory messages concerning the
attachment of local people to their ‘Chinese’ identity — the former reflecting vehement
Chinese nationalism, and the latter resistance to attempts by the government to
promote national pride through the local school curriculum.

However, from the point of view of most Hong Kong people, many of whom supported
both campaigns, there was no contradiction. The protests over the Diaoyu Islands
reflect a long tradition of patriotic agitation in Hong Kong that has often been designed
to emphasise differentiation from, rather than identification with, the Communist
authorities on the mainland. For many participants, agitation over these islands has in
part been aimed at underlining their superior patriotic credentials relative to a
Communist regime seen as insufficiently defiant vis-a-vis the Japanese. Similarly,
opposition to crude attempts to impose a pro-Communist vision of national identity on
Hong Kong students does not necessarily betoken any rejection of ‘Chineseness’ as such,
but the assertion of distinctively ‘Hongkongese’ ways of being Chinese.

In contemporary China, the assertion of local distinctiveness, and a critical or cynical
attitude towards the Party’s attempts to identify itself with a historical narrative of
patriotic struggle against foreign aggression, are phenomena by no means confined to
Hong Kong. However, by comparison with regions on the Chinese mainland (Taiwan is
an entirely different matter), Hong Kong represents a particular challenge to official
attempts to impose orthodox interpretations of Chinese history, traditions and values.
Its long political separation from the mainland has shaped a sense of local identity that
is profoundly non- (or anti-)Communist; the relative freedom of the press limits the
extent to which the government can control public discourse; and the extent of civil
liberties — largely maintained following the 1997 transition to Chinese rule — leaves the
local authorities particularly vulnerable to public expressions of dissent.

In this context, the school curriculum presents itself as the tool for identity formation
most directly susceptible to official control or manipulation. This was already the case
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under the former British colonial regime, when the authorities sought to depoliticise
schooling — thus isolating Hong Kong from the ongoing Communist-Kuomintang
stand-off — while encouraging identification with timeless, essentialised notions of
cultural ‘Chineseness’. At the same time, Cantonese identity was allowed to flourish,
with ‘Chinese’ defined in practice as ‘Cantonese’, the latter used as the dominant
medium of instruction in local schools (even where textbooks were in English), and
Cantonese ‘Hongkongeseness’ further underpinned by a thriving popular culture —
encompassing television, film and print media.

After analysing the historical context out of which ideas concerning ‘Chinese’ and
‘Hongkongese’ identities emerged prior to the 1980s, this paper focuses on the way in
which successive Hong Kong governments since that time have sought to manage or
shape popular identity during the transition to Chinese rule — with particular reference
to the school curriculum for history and civics. It traces the stages through which the
curriculum has taken on progressively more explicit ‘political’ orientations, in contrast
to the studied ‘depoliticisation’ that prevailed prior to the 1980s, and relates this
transformation both to changes in local politics and society, and in the dynamics of
Hong Kong’s relationship with the Chinese mainland.

Following the 1984 Anglo-Chinese Joint Declaration, which set out the terms of Hong
Kong’s 1997 transition to Chinese rule, there were some early efforts to revise the school
curriculum to reflect the new political realities. However, measures such as the issuing
of cross-curricular ‘civic education guidelines’ were of a largely tokenistic or symbolic
nature. There was as yet little anticipation on the Hong Kong side of any need for
sweeping curricular reform, and — apparently — relatively little pressure for such reform
from Beijing. This was a period of relatively harmonious collaboration between the
British authorities in Hong Kong and their Chinese counterparts, and also one in which
some signs pointed to a gradual (or not-so-gradual) liberalisation of the mainland
political order.

The prospect of such a liberalisation on the mainland, on which many Hongkongers had
pinned their hopes for a smooth transition to Chinese rule, were dashed in June 1989,
with the crushing of the Student Movement. Not only did this prompt heightened public
disquiet in Hong Kong at the prospect of the Communist takeover; the massive local
demonstrations it provoked also alarmed the mainland authorities, previously
encouraged (not least by the British) to see Hong Kong’s population as pragmatically
apolitical. The shadow cast by the 1989 crackdown over Sino-British collaboration with
respect to Hong Kong was further extended by Governor Patten’s unilateral 1992
announcement of democratising political reforms. Curricular reforms during this period
— which included moves to introduce the teaching of local history and other changes to
the curricula for History and Chinese History — thus proceeded against a backdrop of
intense political sensitivity. On the one hand, a number of curriculum developers —
reflecting the strengthening of local identity in society more broadly — wanted to relate
the teaching of history more closely to the local context; but they and their superiors
were also increasingly fearful of criticism from the pro-Beijing press or from local
Beijing-affiliated elements. Self-censorship was often the result.

The years immediately after 1997 witnessed a gradual ratcheting up of official rhetoric
regarding the importance of patriotic education — but it was not always clear where the
Initiative for such pronouncements came. Was the push for greater emphasis on
‘patriotic’ messages primarily the product of local initiative (on the part of officials eager
to curry favour with their mainland overlords), or was it mandated from the very top, in
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Beijing? The reality seems to have involved a mixture of both, but with increasingly
direct intervention from Beijing, particularly following large public demonstrations in
2003 that forced the local authorities to withdraw proposals for enacting
‘anti-subversion’ legislation. Under increasing pressure to demonstrate that schooling
was being used to reconcile Hong Kong people with the Communist regime in Beijing,
from 2010 onwards local educational officials radically broke with previous practice by
moving to compel schools to inculcate a sense of Chinese identity explicitly oriented
towards the Party-State. The resulting curriculum for ‘Moral and National Education’
prompted mass public demonstrations in September 2012, forcing the government to
back down and abandon its proposals — at least for the moment.

The recent history of attempts to reform the way in which Chinese identity is portrayed
through Hong Kong’s school curriculum demonstrates, on the one hand, an intense (and
perhaps growing) official nervousness regarding ‘heterodox’ or localised expressions of
Chinese identity, and on the other, the virtual impossibility of imposing Communist
Party orthodoxy on a relatively well-educated population with whose lived experience
that orthodoxy is in fundamental conflict. In this sense, the Hong Kong case perhaps
invites comparison with that of Taiwan during the Martial Law period, where a far
more determined and sweeping campaign of re-education in Chinese patriotism if
anything contributed further to the alienation of local Taiwanese from a political
identification with ‘China’. More broadly, however, the divergence between the identity
messages contained in local school curricula — which generally posit a homogenous and
totalising vision of ‘Chineseness’ — and a much more complex reality of different levels
and kinds of identity (local, linguistic, international, transnational, class-based,
religious as well as national) points to a disconnect between official discourse and public
experience that, while not unique to China, is particularly acute there, and nowhere
more so than in Hong Kong.
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