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The Birth and Growth of
Academic Sociology in Hong Kong

Abstract

Sociology as an academic discipline was given birth by scholars from
China and the West in the 1950s. As Hong Kong is a liberal society which
has been undergoing rapid industrialization and experiencing intensive
interplay between Chinese and Western cultural influences, sociology
teaching and research have kept growing in the last two decades. There
has been an increasing number of professional sociologists teaching in the
various academic institutions, offering both undergraduate and post-
graduate programs of studies. In research, both the number and the scope
of projects have been increasing, although synthetic work of theoretical
significance is sorely needed. There has been a shift from qualitative field
research to quantitative survey studies, but recent years have seen a
gradual revival of field research for generating insights about Chinese
culture and social behavior.

Academic sociology in Hong Kong has also kept localizing. Despite
the influence of American and British sociology, Hong Kong sociologists
generally share the ambition to plant sociology on the Chinese soil,
making it both relevant to the development of Chinese society and useful
to the advancement of world sociology. To this end, Hong Kong
sociologists have developed close collaboration with Chinese sociologists
elsewhere. They have also begun to strengthen their ties with other Asia-
Pacific sociologists, as the future of Hong Kong lies heavily in its relation-
ships with nearby Asia-Pacific countries.

|’E"here are ample opportunities for the development of sociol-
ogy in Hong Kong. These opportunities are created by a
liberal society which permits freedom of academic pursuits and a
rapidly industrializing society which experiences intensive inter-
play between Chinese heritage and Western influence. Indeed,
sociology as an academic field has grown robustly in the past two
to three decades. Sociologists have also emerged as respectable
intellectuals in society.
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History and Social Context

Sociology is undoubtedly a product of the Western civilization. It
was transplanted to China at the beginning of the 20th Century
and was received by Chinese intellectuals with great enthusiasm.*
Numerous empirical studies were conducted, resulting in a large
number of sociological publications. Most of the writings were in
Chinese and were preoccupied with social issues and problems.
Ta Chen, Hsiao-tung Fei, Kuang-tan Pan, Pen-wen Sun, Wen-tsao
Wu, and CK. Yang were some of the prominent sociologists.
Their works are still respected by academic sociologists and their
students in Hong Kong today.

When the Communist regime was instituted in China in 1949,
some sociologists migrated to Hong Kong and introduced sociol-
ogy to college students on a small scale. The initial development
of sociology in Hong Kong was slow, but in the last two decades it
has become a fast-growing field in both teaching and research.
The rapid growth, however, cannot be properly appreciated
without understanding its social context.

Hong Kong has been a British colony for about one and a half
centuries, but political control on social research and intellectual
activities is limited. Moreover, despite the political upheaval in
neighboring countries in the post-War period, Hong Kong’s own
political system has been remarkably stable over many decades.?
Academic freedom coupled with political stability are favorable
breeding grounds for the development of social science in general
and sociology in particular.

The growth of sociology in Hong Kon% has also been
facilitated by social and economic development.” Hong Kong is a
city with limited space (about one thousand square kilometers).
Its total population has grown from about two million to nearly
six million over the last 40 years. Meanwhile, Hong Kong's
economy has progressed tremendously, making the city one of the
greatest commercial-industrial centers in Asia. The rapid popula-
tion growth coupled with miraculous economic advancement
have created a great demand for social scientific information for

Academic Sociology in Hong Kong 3

comprehending the emerging social problems and for making
future plans and actions. No less importantly, the society is
capable of allocating more resources to the promotion of social
research and the expansion of educational opportunities at all
levels.

The expansion of education at the tertiary level deserves spe-
cial attention. Recent decades and particularly recent years have
seen rapid growth in both the number of academic institutions
and the size of student enrolment in each institution. This con-
tributes to the growth of a variety of academic disciplines, includ-
ing sociology. :

Development of Teaching Programs

Sociology courses are currently offered in all of the major univer-
sities and colleges in Hong Kong. It is the two publicly- supported
universities, viz., the University of Hong Kong and The Chinese
University of Hong Kong, which have been playing the leading
role in the development of sociology as an academic discipline.
Some historical facts should be mentioned. The immigrant
scholars from China to Hong Kong around the year 1949 helped
establish several liberal arts colleges, of which the prominent ones
were New Asia College, Chung Chi College, United College, and
Baptist College. The first teaching program in sociology was intro-
duced by Chung Chi College in 1951, followed by both United
College and Baptist College in 1956, and by New Asia College in
1959. Some of the pioneer sociologists from China included C.C.
Hu, Tsun Leng, and Shau-lam Wong. A significant development
was the merging of Chung Chi College, New Asia College and
United College to form The Chinese University of Hong Kong in
1963. As a result, the sociology staff and students in these three
colleges were integrated into a single department of sociology.
Another significant event was the involvement of C.K. Yang,
then Professor of sociology at the University of Pittsburgh, in the
curriculum reform and manpower development of the Chinese
University’s Department of Sociology. Through Yang’s match-
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making arrangements, several sociologists (Morris Berkowitz, Jiri
Nehnevajsa, Burkart Holzner, and Hiroshi Wagatsuma) from the
University of Pittsburgh and a social psychologist (Robert Chirn)
from Boston University came to teach at the Chinese University,
while several Chinese University graduates were sent to Pit-
tsburgh for postgraduate studies in sociology. This helped build
up and localize the Department of Sociology at the Chinese
University, making it a leading center of sociology teaching and
research in Hong Kong. Ambrose Y.C. King and Rance P.L. Lee
are two of the local sociologists who have been leading the
development of the Department since the middle of the 1970s.
Currently, the Department has a total of 19 sociologists, all of
whom are Chinese. They offer about 40 courses in sociology, some
of which have become popular subjects in the University’s general
education program.

The University of Hong Kong (founded in 1911) has also been
active in the development of sociology. Some sociology courses
were offered in the 1950s. Henry ]. Lethridge was one of the
pioneers. Its Department of Sociology was established in 1967.
Keith Hopkins was the founding Chairman. At present, the
Department has a total of 12 sociologists, of whom five are
Chinese.

On top of the full-fledged undergraduate programs of studies
in sociology, the two universities also provide opportunities for
studies in sociology at the postgraduate levels, offering M.Phil.
and Ph.D. degrees. In addition, the University of Hong Kong
launched the Master of Social Sciences program in criminology in
1986, in response to the growing awareness of the need for
upgrading the qualifications of professional workers in the field.*

The third major Department of Sociology is located at the
Baptist College. The Department offers undergraduate studies,
and has recently started to enrol students at the master’s level. A
special feature of the Department is its participation, through
offering several courses, in the College’s interdisciplinary teach-
ing program on China Studies. Presently the Department has a
total of 14 sociologists, of whom 12 are Chinese. William T. Liu, an
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American sociologist of Chinese origin, has played a key role in
the development of the Department.

It should be pointed out that in the above three academic
institutions, there are sociologists serving in the other depart-
ments or faculties, such as business administration, medicine, and
social work. Moreover, there are sociologists teaching in the other
institutions of higher learning in Hong Kong. For instance, sociol-
ogy courses have been introduced by the Lingnan College since
1976. The College established an independent Department of
Sociology in 1981 but disbanded it in 1984. Most of the sociology
courses are now integrated into a multi-disciplinary teaching pro-
gram on Social Issues and Policy. The Hong Kong Polytechnic and
the City Polytechnic of Hong Kong offer sociology as part of their
interdisciplinary Department of Applied Social Studies. The Shue
Yan College has maintained a small Department of Sociology for
nearly 20 years. In 1988, the Hong Kong University of Science and
Technology was founded as the third university in Hong Kong. It
has recruited six sociologists, offering service courses at the un-
dergraduate level and major studies at the postgraduate level
under the School of Humanities and Social Science. William T. Liu
has just joined its staff.

It is estimated that at present, there are about 80 sociologists
teaching at the tertiary academic institutions in Hong Kong. Most
of them have received postgraduate training mainly in the U.S.A.,
followed by Britain, Canada and Australia.

Research Development from 1950 to 1980

There was no sociological research in Hong Kong before 1950.
Social research was given birth by overseas scholars in the 1950s,
and has been undertaken largely by local Chinese scholars since
the beginning of 1970s.

Hong Kong is located at the Southeast coast of the Chinese
mainland. Part of China before it became a British colony in 1842,
itis essentially a Chinese society, as over 98 per cent of the popula-
tion are Chinese in origin. With its intellectual freedom coupled
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with political stability and economic prosperity, Hong Kong rep-
resents an ideal place for the study of Chinese social structure and
culture in the context of modernization. In comparison with Com-
munist China and even Taiwan and Singapore, the abundance of
research opportunities in Hong Kong is unique. As a result, it
attracted a number of overseas scholars to come and conduct
research in Hong Kong in the 1950s and the 1960s. Most of them
were social anthropologists from Britain or America, such as E.N.
Anderson, Hugh Baker, Maurice Freedman, Robert G. Groves,
James Hayes, Graham Johnson, Cornelius Osgood, Jean Pratt, Jack
Potter, Marjorie Topley, Barbara E. Ward and James Watson. They
were mainly interested in the study of rural Hong Kong as tradi-
tional Chinese society, focusing on such topics as clan and lineage
organization, ancestor worship and religious rituals, family and
economic life, and diet and health behavior.” It is here that some
concrete and well-propagated results have been obtained. Their
spillover effect upon the development of modern sociology in
Hong Kong is limited. Still, as forerunners in social scientific
studies in Hong Kong, their collective impact cannot be dis-
counted either.

Special mention should be made of the contribution of Bar-
bara E. Ward and Marjorie Topley. They were social
anthropologists from Britain. While Topley contributed numerous
insights about traditional religious practices, economic organiza-
tion and illness behavior in Hong Kong, Ward was well-known
for her application of the “conscious models” to the under-
standing of the social and economic life of Chinese fishermen and
factory workers in Hong Kong.7 Both of them conducted
fieldwork in Hong Kong for many years and taught courses for
sociology students in local academic institutions. They are highly
regarded by both overseas and local scholars.

It should be explained that field methods were extensively
used by overseas scholars for the study of Chinese social life in
rural communities in the 1950s and the 1960s. Towards the end of
1960s, however, field researchers began to shift attention from
rural-agrarian problems to urban-industrial problems, such as the
study of factory workers by Barbara E. Ward, the study of family
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interaction by William T. Liu, the research on middle class
families by Sherry Rosen, the study of folk religion in an urban
setting by Morris 1. Berkowitz, and the observation of working
daughters by Janet W. Salaff.?

The establishment of the Universities Service Centre in 1963
should be noted. It provided supporting facilities for overseas
scholars to study not only Hong Kong but also China. The Centre
collected a wide range of documentary materials; it also helped
arrange interviews of immigrants from China. A number of
sociologists came and used the Centre’s facilities for the study of
social life in contemporary China, such as Ezra F. Vogel, William
L. Parish, and Martin K. Whyte. In 1988, The Chinese University of
Hong Kong took over the Centre from the American Council of
Learned Societies. It continues to compile research materials on
China, playing a significant role in promoting a better under-
standing of China’s recent developments.

Up until the middle of 1960s, there were very few local
sociologists in Hong Kong and they were mostly engaged in
teaching rather than research. It was in the middle of 1960s that
sociologists at the three constituent Colleges of the Chinese
University decided to promote research by setting up their own
research centers. The Rural Research Centre at Chung Chi College
organized intensive fieldwork in a Chinese village for the purpose
of studying how its cultural values and social life were affected by
the growth of industrial-urbanism in Hong Kong. The Urban Re-
search Centre at the United College promoted survey research on
family lize and neighborhood associations in urban Hong Kong.
The Sociology Laboratory at New Asia College concentrated on
running experimental studies of small group behavior. All of
them were small in scale, but they complemented each other by
addressing different sociological problems (rural community
studies, urban life and problems, and small group dynamics) and
by adopting different research strategies (case study, sample sur-
vey, and laboratory experiment). Moreover, they shared one com-
mon objective, i.e., to provide sociology students with empirical
research training under the supervision of teachers. The educa-
tional function of these research centers was as significant as, if
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not more significant than, the research function. However, they
were dismantled at the end of 1960s. As will be mentioned later,
their resources were pooled together to form the Social Research
Centre,

It was towards the end of 1960s that sociological research in
Hong Kong approached the “take-off” stage. Since then, it has
been growing at a faster pace and the bulk of studies have been
undertaken by local sociologists. A major reason was the expan-
sion of university education. It permitted the recruitment of a
large number of relatively young Chinese sociologists who had
just completed their postgraduate studies abroad and were eager
to launch empirical studies. Meanwhile, the universities began to
recognize the importance of research on top of teaching, and the
government also began to see a need for supporting research
activities in addition to educational programs.

As Hong Kong was undergoing rapid social and economic
transformation in the 1960s, a number of social issues and
problems began to emerge. In 1965, the government invited Lady
Gertrude Williams from Britain to examine the social welfare
conditions in Hong Kong. Her report urged the government to
start compiling systematic and comprehenswe information on
which to devise future plans on social services. Subsequently, the
government allocated a sizable grant for a large-scale sample sur-
vey of urban family life in Hong Kong during the period 1966-69.
This was a milestone in the history of sociological research in
Hong Kong, as a social survey of such magnitude had never been
undertaken before. The Chinese University set up the Social Sur-
vey Research Centre specifically for undertaking this task. Local
sociologists, however, were not involved. Robert E. Mitchell, an
American sociologist, was contracted to direct the Centre and to
carry out the survey. A large volume of information about family
life were collected through personal interviews with structured
questionnaires from a random sample of nearly four thousand
households in the urban sector of Hong Kong

During the late 1960s, academic sociologists were mostly in-
terested in urban family life or rural community studies. Since the
beginning of 1970s, the increase in number of sociologists made it
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more and more feasible for the scope of sociological research to
diversify into different directions. A significant event was the
formation of the Social Research Centre at the Chinese University
at the end of 1969. It was established under the advice of C.K.
Yang with the assistance of Burkart Holzner and Jiri Nehnevajsa
from the University of Plttsburgh It replaced the Social Survey
Research Centre and collectivized the manpower resources of the
aforementioned College-based research units at the Chinese
University. The teaching staff in sociology served as the core
members of the Centre, but there were also participants from
other teaching departments, such as social work, psychology,
geography, and economics. The policy was to ensure the integra-
tion of teaching and research, and to encourage cooperation of
sociologists with other social scientists.

The Social Research Centre promoted a wide range of studies,
mostly in the form of sample surveys, on the Hong Kong society.
The most notable ones were studies of fertility attitudes and prac-
tices, social life and new town development, patterns of hawking
activities and their social-economic functions, bureaucratic cor-
ruption and its control, high-density living and its effect on health,
juvenile crime and its social causes, and Chinese familism and its
economic and political implications.’? There were also some
studies on China. The most notable one was the study of the
organization of the people’s commune and its implication for
rural development in contemporary China. A total of nine
sociologists, together with one anthropologist and one
psychologist, participated in the study, collecting data from both
documentary sources and field trips to China during the late
1970s."

The Social Research Centre was a dominant institution of
social research in Hong Kong during the 1970s. In 1982, the Centre
was integrated with the research units of other social science
disciplines to form a larger and more interdisciplinary research
organization at the Chinese University; namely, the Institute of
Social Studies. It consisted of two research centres: The Centre for
Hong Kong Studies and the Centre for Contemporary Asian
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Studies. Sociologists played a key role in the development of the
Institute, especially in studies on Hong Kong society.

Apart from the Chinese University, sociologists at the other
academic institutions, especially the University of Hong Kong,
were also increasingly active in research during the 1970s.
Sociologists at the University of Hong Kong took up issues such as
the social needs and housing conditions of the poor, the social
attitudes of young adults, the life-quality of industrial workers,
the growth and characteristics of the population, the evolution of
traditional Chinese voluntary associations, and the role of the
Europeans in the early history of Hong Kong.14 Most of the
studies were in the form of social surveys; Keith Hopkins was
instrumental in promoting the conduct of survey research. The
Centre of Asian Studies (founded in 1967) at the University of
Hong Kong also supported some of the studies.

Roughly speaking, sociological research in Hong Kong was in
its pregnancy stage during the 1950s and the early 1960s. Social
anthropologists from the West played an important part, using
predominantly field research methods. From the middle of 1960s
to the end of 1970s, sociological research was at the infancy stage.
Local sociologists began to take over the enterprise, using increas-
ingly the sample survey methods.™” It should be recognized that,
albeit the government’s generous support to the aforementioned
urban family life survey, the bulk of sociological studies were
supported by international foundations, such as the Asian Foun-
dation, Ford Foundation, Harvard-Yenching Institute, Interna-
tional Development Research Centre, Lingnan University Board
of Trustees, Nuffield Foundation, and Rockefeller Foundation.
Since 1980, however, the tendency of these funding bodies to
classify Hong Kong as a developed area has made it increasingly
difficult for local sociologists to raise funds from these sources.

Research Trends since 1980

Sociological research in Hong Kong entered the stage of adoles-
cence in the 1980s. It began to flourish. The increase in number of
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academic sociologists was one reason. No less importantly, as the

‘economy continued to grow at a rapid pace, the society became

increasingly complex. There were increasing demands for re-
search, and there were also increasing resources available for the
support of research. The government began to play a more active
role in promoting and funding research, including social research.
A Research Grants Council was set up under the government’s
University and Polytechnic Grants Committee for allocating re-
search funds to the academic institutions. This helped to push
forward sociological studies in Hong Kong. Recent years saw an
increase in both the number and the scale of social research.

Since the beginning of the 1980s, an area of research that has
attracted the interest of many sociologists and their students is
political culture and political development in Hong Kong.16 As
the sovereignty of Hong Kong will be resumed by China in 1997,
there is considerable interest both inside and outside the academic
circle about the changes in the political system of Hong Kong.
Academic sociologists have initiated studies on such issues as the
legal and political attitudes of the Hong Kong Chinese and their
participation in political activities, the transfer of power in the
decolonization process, the formation and consolidation of politi-
cal leadership, the emergence and strategies of political groups
and parties, and the changing role of civil servants. Political
sociology has emerged as a dominant field in Hong Kong.

The study of industrial relations and economic behavior is
another popular research area.” Itis generally recognized that the
future of Hong Kong greatly depends upon its economic vitality.
Sociologists can hardly avoid addressing such issues in Hong
Kong as the motivation for economic pursuit, the social attitudes
and job satisfaction of industrial workers, the distribution of labor
force and the problem of labor shortage, the adjustment and life
quality of alien workers, the strategies of employers in coping
with economic restructuring, and the social and political factors in
national strategies for economic development. There are also
studies to identify the salient characteristics of industrial culture
in China.
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The family as a basic unit of society has been and is still an
area of concern to academic sociologists in Hong Kong.18 The
theoretical interest and research focus, however, have changed. In
the early 1970s many sociologists were of the opinion that as a
result of industrialization, there had arisen a predominant trend
towards the small nuclear family pattern in Hong Kong.19 Sub-
sequently, there were some major studies on the internal structure
and processes of the family, such as family values, power differen-
tiation and division of labor, parent-child conflict, and child care
and control. In recent years, however, there has emerged increas-
ing emphasis upon the study of the extended network of the
family, especially on its contribution to political participation,
economic pursuit, and social support of the family members. In-
creasing attention has also been paid to the study of the changing
role of women and the study of the family life cycle.

Another area of growing interest is the study of social class
structure and social mobility patterns in Hong Kong.20 Efforts are
being made to construct an SES index to identify the rates and
channels of both intra- and inter-generational mobility of different
social-economic groups, to assess the extent to which oppor-
tunities for mobility are based on achievement rather than ascrip-
tion, and to.investigate the individual experiences of mobility in
terms of normative and relational discontinuities. A major focus is
on the role of the expanding middle class people, especially about
their values and aspirations, and their social and political par-
ticipation. '

Recent years also saw a rising interest in youth behavior and
popular culture in Hong Kong. Both the government and the
public are increasingly aware of the discontent with various
domains of life among the youth. This has led to a series of
sociological studies on the youth behavior, especially about their
mentalities, school adjustment, leisure patterns, and life satisfac-
tion. There are also studies to identify and to conceptualize the
central characteristics of popular culture in Hong Kong, and to
study its impact on the social and political orientations of the
youth as well as people in the other age categories.”!
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Like many other rapidly industrializing societies, Hong Kong
is facing increasing incidence of crime and delinquency. In
response to growing concern in the community, academic
sociologists in Hong Kong have been compiling data about crime
trends and have initiated studies on organized crime, drug abuse,
juvenile delinquency and the organization of the police force.?
The Hong Kong Society of Criminology was found in 1984, in-
cluding academics, judges, lawyers and government officers in
the criminal justice system.

Hong Kong has enjoyed a relatively high degree of political
stability over many decades. Nevertheless, there were massive
riots in 1966-67 and there were a number of industrial actions and
social protests particularly in the last decade or so. While
sociologists at the University of Hong Kong have launched a
series of studies on industrial strikes and student movemen’cs,23
sociologists at the Chinese University have started compiling a
database about collective behavior in Hong Kong since the middle
of the present century. The data can be used for identifying the
trends of collective actions and for identifying their causes, pat-
terns and consequences.

With regard to population studies, fertility behavior was a
major focus of research during the 1970s. Since the middle of
1980s, public apprehension about the resumption of the
sovereignty over Hong Kong by China in 1997 has led to an
increasing trend of emigration particularly among the middle
class families. Meanwhile, immigration from China continues and
the influx of Vietnamese boat people rises. Both immigration and
emigration have become issues of overwhelming concern in Hong
Kong today. As a result, academic sociologists have shifted their
interest from the study of fertility behavior to the study of migra-
tion. They have initiated studies on the patterns of emigration and
their social and economic consequences. There are also studies of
the social ad%'ustment and economic implication of immigrants to
Hong Kong. 4

Health and medical care constitute another major area of re-
search by academic sociologists and their students in Hong
Kong.25 There have been studies on occupational accidents and
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injury, health problems and social support of the elderly, social
correlates of psychiatric illness, social and cultural factors in stress
management, and the development of primary health care. There
has also been a series of studies on the perceptions and utilization
of traditional Chinese and modern Western medical care among
different social-economic groups. Recently, some sociologists par-
ticipate in the studies of AIDS, especially about the related beliefs,
attitudes and practices of the Hong Kong Chinese.

Lastly, it should be mentioned that a group of sociologists
from several academic institutions have jointly formed a Social
Indicators Research Team. The aim is to accumulate a set of lon-
gitudinal data that will allow for the analysis of social change and
the exploration of social issues and problems. Beginning from
1988, there is to be a series of biennial sample surveys focusing on
a wide range of subjective social indicators, including such topics
as life satisfaction, attitudes towards social problems, housing and
social welfare, social stress and mental health, religious beliefs,
social inequality and mobility, political attitudes, legal culture,
consumption and evaluation of mass communication, work and
work values, personal experience and social icleology.26 To com-
plement these subjective indicators, sociologists at the Chinese
University are setting up a Social Information System to compile
objective indicators of Hong Kong’s social development.

Over the last decade, therefore, social research in Hong Kong
has been making continuous progress. A large number of subject-
matters have been covered and the quantity of research findings is
impressive. The understanding of Chinese culture and social
structure in the course of rapid modernization or de-colonization
appears to be a major concern underlying the various studies.
Looking back, however, there is much room for improvement. As
will be discussed later, empirical research borrowing concepts
and theories from the West represents the substance of sociology
in Hong Kong. Moreover, most sociologists are relatively young
and are thus short of maturity in theoretical innovations. Partly
because of the dominance of young scholars, the community of
sociologists in Hong Kong also suffers from a lack of strong intel-
lectual leadership. As a result, individual sociologists are pretty
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much on their own in their quest for theoretical guideposts. Scat-
tered and fragmented studies abound, providing occasional in-
spirations. Synthetic work of theoretical significance is sorely
needed, and coordination of individual research efforts still await
the emergence of intellectual “masters.”

To add to the woes, sociology in Hong Kong further suffers
from the absence of a professional forum or a professional associa-
tion which can function to chart intellectual fields and to promote
intellectual exchanges among sociologists. Up till now, Hong
Kong has not had a professional journal specifically for sociology.
The Hong Kong Sociological Society was established in 1966 and
registered as a member of the International Sociological Associa-
tion in 1967. However, as the membership at that time was too
small to function effectively, the Society became inactive after
1970. In recent years, the number of sociologists have greatly
increased. There are voices for revitalizing the Society, but con-
crete action has yet to be taken.

Nevertheless, over the last one decade, some new organiza-
tions for promoting collaborative research have been established
by academic institutions. In view of the momentous changes and
the growing importance of the Asia-Pacific region, the Chinese
University restructured its Institute of Social Studies to form the
Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies in 1990. Special re-
search emphasis is laid on the role of Hong Kong in the develop-
ment of the Asia-Pacific region. The University of Hong Kong
established the Social Sciences Research Centre in 1990, promot-
ing not only academic studies but also public opinion surveys and
other applied studies. The Baptist College set up the Centre for
East-West Studies in 1992, planning to encourage intellectual
dialogues and empirical studies on Hong Kong in relation to other
parts of the world. Moreover, the Universities Service Centre now
located at the Chinese University helps to accumulate research
materials for both local and overseas scholars to study changes in
contemporary China. These various research organizations
promise to facilitate social research, but the results have yet to be
seen.
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Outside the academic community, there are Sociologists
working for the government or the non-governmental organiza-
tions. Attention should be paid to the government’s Census and
Statistics Department, which employs some sociologists and plays
a key role in providing research support to other departments
particularly in the areas of questionnaire design, sampling, data
processing and interpretation. Among the non-governmental or-
ganizations, the Hong Kong Council of Social Service is most
active in applied social research. Staffed with some sociologists, it
compiles welfare statistics, surveys on social service needs, and
evaluates social service programs. Furthermore, numerous
marketing research firms in Hong Kong have sociologists on their
staff lists.

Problems and Prospects

As mentioned earlier, an overwhelming majority of Hong Kong
sociologists received their postgraduate education in American or
British universities. In spite of the increasing use of local materials
for classroom instructions in recent years, the bulk of textbooks
are still imported from the United States or Britain. Furthermore,
Hong Kong sociologists generally choose to publish their research
findings in American or British journals. All these facts suggest
that Hong Kong sociology has been developing under the shadow
of American and British sociology.

Nevertheless, contacts with other Asian sociologists have
gradually expanded over the last two decades. Most of the con-
tacts during the 1970s were developed through participation in
regional seminars and workshops. Since the middle of 1980s, an
increasing number of Hong Kong sociologists have participated in
collaborative research projects with their counterparts in China
and in the Asia-Pacific region. As regards to collaboration with
sociologists and other social scientists in China, there are, for
instance, such studies as the interaction between demographic
changes and economic development in China, the dynamic
aspects of the work ethic and human relations in an industrial
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setting, and social stratification patterns in urban areas. It is
noteworthy that the Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies at
the Chinese University has recently collaborated with the Yale
University to establish a special research program on South
China. It intends to build up research materials and to support
research by faculty members and postgraduate students on recent
developments in the South China region. Attempts will be made
to study the economic collaboration and cultural interaction of
South China with Hong Kong and Taiwan.

Hong Kong sociologists also collaborate with other Asian
sociologists, especially those in South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, and
Singapore. There are, for instance, comparative studies of
bureaucratic corruption in Asia, the making of the middle classes
in East Asia, the problem of industrial restructuring and labor
market adjustment in East and Southeast Asia, and the national
strategies for economic development among the four “little
dragons” in Asia. Most recently, urban sociologists in Hong Kong
and Japan have held a workshop to discuss the possibility of
organizing joint studies on problems related to the social integra-
tion of heterogeneous populations in Hong Kong and Tokyo.

It is expected that the intellectual contact and research col-
laboration with sociologists in China and other Asia-Pacific
countries will continue to grow in the years ahead. As Hong Kong
is an industrial-commercial center in Asia, Hong Kong
sociologists generally consider it not only desirable but also neces-
sary to strengthen the intellectual ties with their counterparts in
other Asian countries, particularly those in the nearby Asia-Pacific
region. It is noteworthy that in recent years there have been active
moves among Asian sociologists to establish an association of
Asian sociologists. This would help to strengthen the ties between
Hong Kong and other Asian sociologists.

It should be admitted that despite the increasing contact and
collaboration with other Asian sociologists, dependency on
American and British sociology remains a central feature of the
development of Hong Kong sociology. Another important feature
is the strong emphasis on the study of Chinese culture and social
structure. This generally shared research emphasis, coupled with
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their American or British training, constitute the integrative ele-
ments that make the community of sociologists in Hong Kong a
rather homogeneous one. Regardless of the results so far
achieved, the common goal of Hong Kong sociologists is. to dis-
cover and verify general sociological propositions through sys-
tematic studies of social life and social development in the context
of Hong Kong and China.

The application and verification of sociological ideas from the
West in a Chinese setting has its own merits, but what is equally,
if not more, important is the development of new concepts and
new paradigms consequent upon empirical research on local
development. In recent years, it has been gratifying to see that
Hong Kong sociologists have expressed growing interest in this
direction. Discussion groups have been formed and systematic
observations have been attempted to identify the distinctive char-
acteristics of Chinese social behavior. Some results have been
achieved.

For instance, Ambrose Y.C. King developed the concept of
“administrative absorption of politics” while Siu-kai Lau
developed the concept of “utilitarianistic familism” for explaining
why political stability can be achleved in Hong Kong, a Chinese
society under the British rule.”/ Although Lau’s concept also
touches on the Chinese economic behavior, Siu-lun Wong
modified it and formulated his concept of “entrepreneurial
familism” to explain how the Shanghai industrialists actively or-
ganize and mobilize their family resources for economic advance-
ment m the competitive and changing environment of Hong
Kong Mmg—kwan Lee questioned the applicability of the in-
dustrialization and nuclear family thesis to the study of Hong
Kong families, proposing that the Chinese families in the in-
dustrial colony of Hong Kong are of the nuclear family form in
ideology but are predominantly of the modified extended family
type in actual practice.29

As a challenge to Weber’s thesis on Protestant ethic and the
rise of capitalism, both Ambrose Y.C. King and Tak-sing Cheung
have re-examined the Confucian ethic and explained that its em-
phasis on self-cultivation and network building could contribute
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to the economic modernization of China.*® In his comparative
analysis of the medical care systems in China, Hong Kong and
Taiwan, Rance P.L. Lee proposed the concept of “hierarchial
medical pluralism” suggesting that the dynamic relationships
among different medical traditions within a national society in the
course of modernization could be studied in terms of their struc-
tural superiority (power, prestige and wealth) and functional
strength (distribution and utilization).! As a result of these
various efforts, the Hong Kong sociologists have begun to plant
their own tradition of sociology, making their research work
relevant to both the local Chinese society and to the development
of sociology as a world-wide academic discipline. Gradually,
there has emerged a sense of self-confidence among academic
sociologists in Hong Kong.32

Hong Kong sociologists are not alone in making sociology.
relevant to Chinese society. Similar movements have occurred in
China, Singapore and Taiwan. It is noteworthy that in recent years
attempts have been made to bring together Chinese sociologists
from different national societies for the purpose of comparing
their insights about Chinese social behavior in different social-
pohtlcal contexts and at different stages of economic develop-
ment.® For instance, Hong Kong sociologists have helped to
organize three academic conferences for this purpose: the first on
“Modernization and Chinese Culture” in 1983, the second on
“Chinese Family and its Changes” in 1985, and the thlrd on
“Chinese Religious Ethics and Modernization” in 1988.% The
Fourth conference on “Ideology and Behavior” is being planned
to take place in late 1993. The exchange and collaboration among
Chinese sociologists from different parts of the world will con-
tinue to grow in the coming years. Hopefully, this will help
develop a distinctive identity for Chinese sociology.

It should be noted that the dominance of Comtian positivism
is another important feature of the Hong Kong sociology. It is
generally believed that social phenomena are patterned and that
the goal of sociology is to construct a set of law-like propositions
amenable to empirical verification. This orientation has been lar-
gely due to the influence of sociology in China and America.



20 Academic Sociology in Hong Kong

Comtian positivism was a central theme of sociology in China in
the first half of the present century, resulting in a massive number
of social surveys and community studies.’® The Chinese
sociologists immigrating to Hong Kong in the middle of the cen-
tury carried with them the empirical tradition and passed it on to
the younger generation. Moreover, as mentioned before, most
sociologists in Hong Kong were trained in American universities
which had a long tradition of emphasis on empirical studies.

The scientific conception of sociology has been clearly ex-
pressed in both teaching and research programs in Hong Kong. In
the instructional programs, strong emphasis has been placed on
the training of scientific methods and the conduct of field studies
by students. Over the last two decades, sociologists and their
students have undertaken numerous studies, of which most are
cross-sectional sample surveys. The variable analysis approach,
advocated by Paul F. Lazarsfeld and his associates, is the
dominant methodological orientation in Hong Kong. Data are
collected mainly through questionnaires and interviews,*® al-
though there have been some significant studies using case study
designs and relying on observational methods and historical
documents. The availability of computer facilities has led to an
increasing use of multivariate statistical techniques. Quantifica-
tion is a major trend in Hong Kong’s sociological research.

Elements of positivism can also be found in the theoretical
orientations of Hong Kong sociology. For many years, structural-
functionalism in a broad sense has reigned as the dominant
paradigm in the sociological community of Hong Kong. The
works by such contemporary sociologists as Talcott Parsons,
Robert Merton, Edward Shils, Lewis Coser, S.N. Eisenstadt,
Marion Levy, Neil Smelser and Alvin Gouldner have been widely
read. Among the other perspectives, symbolic interactionism and
critical theory are well covered in the teaching programs and are
of great interest to students. However, their bearing on empirical
research in Hong Kong is still marginal.

The dominant form of sociological studies in Hong Kong has
shifted from qualitative field research in the earlier period to
quantitative survey research since the beginning of 1970s. Of spe-
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cial note is that, in the academic community, there has emerged an
increasing awareness of the need for indepth field research to
identify the salient cultural attitudes and behavior. Sociologists at
the Chinese University, for instance, have recently decided to
strengthen the training of students in field research. It appears
that future years will see a revival of field research in Hong Kong.
Moreover, while the Chinese University has established the
Department of Anthropology for more than a decade, the Depart-
ment of Sociology at the University of Hong Kong and the
Division of Social Science at the Hong Kong University of Science
and Technology have planned to expand their anthropology
programs. These should help to promote field research in Hong
Kong.

As mentioned previously, academic sociologists in Hong
Kong are overwhelmingly concerned with objective empirical
studies of Chinese social behavior. It should be pointed out that
the concern is motivated more by the production of scientific
knowledge than by the making of a direct contribution to practical
problem-solving. To most academic sociologists in Hong Kong,
the reference group is the world-wide professional community
rather than the immedjiate society in which they live and work. Of
course, this does not mean that their research work is of no practi-
cal value. On the contrary, their conceptual insights and research
findings have attracted the attention of decision-makers as well as
the general public in Hong Kong. Nevertheless, it is the academic
publication rather than the practical contribution that is of major
concern to the academic sociologists.

The situation is gradually changing. Even though up till the
present moment applied research is outnumbered by basic re-
search, there is increasing pressure to undertake studies with
practical implications. A major source of the pressure comes from
the rise of social issues and problems in society. _

There have emerged numerous social issues and problems in
Hong Kong in recent years. Many of them are probably legacies of
a disintegrating social fabric, as Hong Kong has been undergoing
rapid social and economic changes. There are, however, also other
factors, such as the expansion of educational opportunities, the
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growing awareness of the concept of human rights, and the in-
creasing number of active political and pressure groups in the
community. These factors serve to elevate public awareness of
social issues and problems. The salient ones include violent crime,
juvenile delinquency, housing shortage, rising cost of living, traf-
fic congestion, environmental pollution, chronic illnesses, labor
shortage, emigration of skilled workers, and aging.

For many centuries, the Chinese treasured the value of
tolerance to existing conditions. This traditional value is now
being replaced by rising social expectations. Recent years have
seen various forms of civic actions putting pressure on the govern-
ment to initiate social reforms and to provide better services.
Meanwhile, sociologists are invited to present their views on so-
cial issues, to conduct systematic investigations related to social
problems, and to give advice on policies and action programs.
Willingly or not, academic sociologists can hardly resist the pres-
sure or the temptation to apply their sociological knowledge and
skills to cope with the complex issues and problems in society. It
is noteworthy that the universities and particularly the polytech-
nics have come to place emphasis on social impact as a criterion
for funding research.

To conclude, sociology as an academic field was given birth
by scholars from China and the West in the 1950s. Since then, it
has kept growing and kept localizing. It has now come to the stage
of adolescence. It has acquired a sense of self-confidence and is
actively searching for its own identity. Despite the influence of
American and British sociology, Hong Kong sociologists general-
ly share the ambition to plant sociology on the Chinese soil,
making it both theoretically and practically relevant to Chinese
social life and development in Hong Kong and other societies. It is
their conviction that such efforts would also contribute to the
development of sociology as a world-wide academic discipline. In
a nutshell, the two questions being raised by the Hong Kong
sociologists are: What can sociology do for Chinese society? and
what can Chinese society do for sociology?37
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