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Social Conflicts in Hong Kong
1987-1995

[TThere is growth and there is poverty. Requirement of innova-
tion competes with demand for justice. Such antinomies offer
a first glimpse of the modern social conflict.... [Sjome people
devote their energies to wealth creation, others to the exten-
sion of civil rights, and more often than not the two parties are
at odds with each other. This is strange, because it is not
inevitable. Liberty needs both, prosperity and citizenship....
The politics of liberty is the politics of living with conflict."

Introduction

In Hong Kong, there has been no sustained attempt to build a
political alternative to the dominant power structure or any large-
scale pursuit for systemic change observed to date. Neither has
there been any discernible organized struggle between social
groups that are divided by generalized barriers of power and
entitlement. However, we are all aware of the fact that we are
living in a conflict-ridden world. Underlying this macrostability
are the ubiquitous and upsurging social conflicts in both private
and public spheres, ranging from intra-familial conflict, inter-
group conflict, sectorial conflict, state-people conflict to conflict
between Hong Kong people and the Chinese government as well
as overseas polities. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, a
variety of social forces — the rising public aspiration for quality of
life, the conscientization of citizen entitlements, the growing de-
mands on government intervention and provision, the partial
democratization of the government and the subsequent limited
expansion of political opportunity and burgeoning party politics
— has formed the breeding ground for social activism. More and
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more issues are to be articulated and organized in the forms of
social conflict and targeted at the polity. In addition, the sched-
uled transfer of sovereignty, which brings about drastic yet uncer-
tain changes in nearly every social institution and social ethos, has
triggered off various kinds of social conflict at unprecedented
pace and scale.

It is now commonly accepted that social conflict can be a
positive factor. It may increase rather than decrease the adaptation
or adjustment of social relationships or groups by, for example,
facilitating a sense of identity and solidarity, enhancing interac-
tions between unequal parties, preventing social stagnation, re-
ducing system strains, or creating new systems of social
institutions and values. In Eckstein and Gurr’s words, “the risk of
chronic low-level conflict is one of the prices democrats should
expect to pay for freedom from regimentation by the state — or by
authorities in other social unit, whether industrial establishments,
trade unions, schools and universities, or families.”*> Conse-
quently, how to manage and resolve the proliferation of social
conflicts and how to make these conflicts more productive and
less costly become one of our major concerns in sustaining Hong
Kong'’s socio-political stability and development.

Observers of the Hong Kong society have offered profound
insights into the foundation of socio-political stability® as well as
ample illustrations of various types of social conflict.* Cheung and
Louie’s study is the first archival attempt to compile a com-
prehensive and machine-readable database on social conflicts in
Hong Kong that covers a 12-year period from 1975 to 1986.”

The main objective of the present study is two-fold. Firstly, we
aim to construct a more elaborate classification scheme that could
facilitate a long-term documentation and analysis of local social
conflict events. Secondly, we began the work by gathering basic
information on every social conflict event that happened in the
last, and probably the most turbulent, years of the colonial rule.
We focus on the measurement of various properties of social
conflict events as well as the mapping of their patterns and trends.
Since our data on conflict events are limited to the aggregate level,
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no attempt is made to examine social conflict at the group level or
the individual level.

A quantitative analysis of the profile and trend of social con-
flict over the span of 1987 to 1995 is presented below after a brief
description of our conception of social conflict, the research de-
sign and the sources of data.

Research Design and Data Sources

Conception of Social Conflict

“Conflict is a theme that has occupied the thinking of man more
than any other, save only God and love.”® The most distinctive
characteristic of contemporary conflict research is the widespread
reliance on quantification. Quantitative study on conflict devel-
oped between World War I and I1.” It was fuelled by the myriad of
revolutionary wars in developing countries and riotous protests
in Western democracies in the 1960s. Since then, a wide array of
definitions and classification schemes have been developed. For
example, Coser defines social conflict as a “struggle over values or
claims to status, power, and scarce resources, in which the aims of
the conflict groups are not only to gain the desired values, but also
to neutralize, injure or eliminate rivals.”® Boulding defines it as “a
situation of competition in which the parties are aware of the
incompatibility of potential future positions and in which each
party wishes to occupy a position that is incompatible with the
wishes of the other.”” Himes defines it as “purposeful struggles
between collective actors who use social power to defeat or re-
move opponents and to gain status, power, resources, and other
scarce values.”'’ Blalock defines it as “the intentional mutual ex-
change of negative sanctions, or punitive behaviors, by two or
more parties.”"' '

There is no definition of social conflict that commands con-
sensus to date though most of these definitions have much in
common. In this study, we have adopted a broad working defini-
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tion proposed by Gurr: “conflict phenomena are the overt, coer-

cive interactions of contending collectivities.””* There are four

distinguishing properties of these interactions:

1. Two or more parties are involved. These contesting parties as
well as third neutral parties may be individuals, corporate
actors or quasi-groups, for example, social class, racial or
ethnic groups, with less-defined boundaries.

2. They engage in mutually opposing actions. One of these par-
ties may be involved through its representative(s) or the
proxy of its symbols or property. Some kinds of conflict inci-
dent that are without mutually opposing actions, for exam-
ple, letters written by an individual or a group to a newspaper
editor or a particular newspaper column, or protest advertise-
ments, are excluded from our sample.

3. They use coercive behaviour that is designed to destroy, in-
jure, thwart, control or influence their opponent(s). Coercive
behaviour may range from violent, threatening to nonviolent
action. Its objectives can be instrumental (such as an attempt
to gain control of scarce resources and positions or to influ-
ence behaviour in certain direction) and/or expressive (such
as an attempt to satisfy anger, thirst for excitement or desire
for group solidarity). Yet, reports on violent crime (such as
rape, assault, murder, robbery with firearms) and nonviolent
crime (such as burglary, theft, criminal damage) undertaken
by an individual or a small group of individuals, intra-famil-
ial conflicts and inter-personal conflicts are excluded from the
analysis.

4. These contentious interactions are overt, hence, their occur-
rence can easily be detected and agreed upon by independent
observers.”

Sources of Data

Following this conception, we inventoried every social conflict
event occurring between 1 January 1987 and 31 December 1995 as
reported in:
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the Ming Pao Daily News," or

2. the classified newspaper clippings on the Hong Kong society
maintained by the Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies,
The Chinese University of Hong Kong."®

Content analysis was adopted to collect information from
these newspaper reports. Admittedly, problems of reliability and
validity would arise from the limited coverage of the data sources.
Limitations of using newspaper reports as primary data source
are well documented. Major errors of our database are probably
due to:

e nonreporting and underreporting of conflict events, in partic-
ular those not deemed by the press as newsworthy,

¢ incorrect reporting on the properties, such as duration, scale
and intensity, of individual conflict event, and

¢ miscount of a series of related conflict events as individual
events.

In view of this, supplementary information from other
sources should be consulted in further analysis of the data.
Though not perfect in faultless completeness and descriptive ac-
curacy, newspaper report on social conflicts in Hong Kong is
relatively free from political censorship, suppression or distortion.
However, it should be noted that the voluminous data are of
uneven quality. While information on the location, objective, de-
mand, nature and mode of action of conflict events are generally
distinctly described in newspaper reports, the information on the
number and background of initiators and participants, number of
non-participants affected as well as the outcome of collective ac-
tions is often found to be insufficient.

Data Processing and Validation

A tentative classification and coding scheme was constructed in
early 1996. Two coders were employed and were instructed to
code mainly the manifest content of the newspaper reports. At the
beginning, a set of newspaper reports on 45 social conflict events
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.was coded by each of them independently. With the exception of

conflict objective, the extent of agreement was consistently high.
They then completed the coding of 5.5 years of observation. Rules
of thumb were set and new codes were added accordingly. Five
more coders were subsequently recruited and were trained to
follow the coding rules. At the end, 30 per cent of the newspaper
reports were recoded by checkers to help estimating and reducing
coding errors.

The “key-to-disc” method was employed to key in the codes
on the coding sheets into the computer. The input data were
proof-read once to ensure accuracy. They then passed through
range check for every data item and logic check for related data
items.

Profile and Trend of Social Conflict

Temporal Distribution

Our sample records a total of 3,661 social conflict events that
occurred during the period of 1987 to 1995, yielding a yearly
average of 407 and a monthly average of 34." Table 1 presents the
number of social conflict events by year and the percentage
change over the preceding year.

As expected, the greatest number of social conflict events
occurred in 1989, the year of the June 4th Incident and the historic
march with over a million participants in the territory. In that
year, 525 cases were recorded, a drastic increase of 63 per cent
over that in the preceding year. Of these events, 27.4 per cent took
place in June and July. The year 1990 came next, with a report of
509 events. About 67.1 per cent of these conflict events happened
in the first half of the year. The year 1987 marked the lowest
record: 300 events. It was followed by 1988 (322 events), 1991 (358
events) and 1995 (362 events).

Cheung and Louie’s study recorded altogether 882 social con-
flict events and noted that the number of social conflicts had
increased from year to year during the period of 1975 to 1986 — 35
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cases in 1975 to 136 cases in 1986."” Our data show that, with the
exception of 1989, 1991 and 1992, the number of social conflicts
per year neither rise nor fall decisively (Figure 1). Excluding these
three years, the year-to-year fluctuations range from 3 per cent to
10.4 per cent. Against common sense understanding, the overall
pattern of social conflicts in the first half of the 1990s, except the
rise in 1992, showed a downward trend.

Table 1 Number of Social Conflict Events, 1987-1995

1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 Total

Number 300 322 525 509 358 462.410 404 362 3,661
(%) (8.2) (8.8) (14.3)(13.9) (9.8) (12.6) (11.4)(11.0) (9.9) (100.0)

% change'" +7.3 +63.0 -3.0 -29.7 +29.0 9.3 -3.6 -104

Note: (1) Percentage change over the preceding year.

Figure 1 Trend of Social Conflict Events, 1987-1995
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Spatial Distribution

The location in which a social conflict event took place is recorded
at its point of origin as well as its destination, if the latter is
different from the former.

On the whole, the locations of 11.3 per cent collective actions
were not mentioned in the newspaper reports. In terms of year-to-
year variation, the proportions of social conflicts with unknown
location range widely from 5.6 to 18.7 per cent. It is relatively
higher in the years 1987 (18.7 per cent), 1992 (14.1 per cent) and
1990 (13.8 per cent) and lower in 1991 (5.6 per cent) and 1995 (6.4
per cent).

As shown in Table 2, government buildings were the most
popular venues for public voicing of claims. Over one-third of our
total recorded conflicts occurred in such locations — 17.0 per cent
at the Legislative Council (Legco) building and the Office of the
Members of the Executive and Legislative Councils (OMELCO),
7.3 per cent at the Governor House and 12.4 per cent at other
government buildings. It should be noted that 17.0 per cent of the
events counted under the category of Legco building actually took
place at the Governor House and /or public places as well.

Except for the year 1989, the Legco building was the most
popular location for collective action. For example, 28.3 per cent of
the conflicts reported in 1987 took place there. From 1993 on-
wards, the proportion of collective actions taking place at Legco
building has dropped to around 10 per cent.

The share of social conflicts occurring at the Governor House
was relatively stable. In most of the years under study, it was
around 6 to 7 per cent. The year 1993 witnessed the highest pro-
portion (11.2 per cent), while 1987, the lowest (3.7 per cent).

Other government buildings regularly attracted over one-
tenth of the conflicts. Among these events, 60.0 per cent occurred
during 1990 and 1993.

Collective actions in front of the New China News Agency
(NCNA) office were usually highly publicized by the mass media.
According to our records, 5.8 per cent of the total conflict events
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took place at the NCNA. Among these events, only 1.9 and 2.8 per
cent were recorded in 1987 and 1988, respectively. It then rose
drastically to 20.1 and 17.3 per cent in 1989 and 1990, respectively.
The second peak was marked in 1994, with a proportion of 20.6
per cent.

Apart from the NCNA, the role of other Chinese government-
related authorities in the territory, such as the Preliminary Work-
ing Committee and the Preparatory Committee for the Hong
Kong Special Administrative Region, in local social conflicts was
always negligible.

Business and industrial places were never a popular venue for
collective action. On the whole, only 3.1 per cent of all the re-
corded conflicts took place in such locations. Yet, it could be
observed that its proportion remained stable at around 2 to 3 per
cent from 1987 to 1993 and, then, doubled to 5.2 and 6.1 per cent in
1994 and 1995, respectively.

About 19.2 per cent of the recorded collective actions actually
took place on the street. In 1987, less than 10 per cent of the social
conflicts occurred in such public places. This kind of out-of-door
collective actions rose dramatically and peaked in 1989 (26.9 per
cent). Its proportion then more or less stabilized at around 21 per
cent from 1993 onwards. Table 3 breakdowns the location of these
out-of-door events by district board district.

The Central and Western District, in which the Legco, the
central government and the Governor house were located, was
definitely the most popular spot for collective action. Nearly one
out of four took place in this district. The peaks arrived in 1990
(29.1 per cent) and 1993 (31.9 per cent).

Next on the list were the districts of Wan Chai and Yau Tsim.
The proportions of social conflicts occurring in these districts were
6.6 and 6.1 per cent, respectively. Of the conflict events in Wan
Chai District, 32.6 per cent happened in 1989, whereas 44.2 per,
cent of those in Yau Tsim District occurred in 1994 and 1995.

Southern District on the Hong Kong Island, Wong Tai Sin and
Shum Shui Po in Kowloon, and Tai Po, North District and Sha Tin
in the New Territories could be characterized as comparatively
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tranquil. The respective percentages of social conflicts located in
these districts were only 1.1, 1.1, 1.6, 1.3, 1.4 and 1.7 per cent.

About one quarter of the total conflict events took place in
more than one districts. Such multi-district collective actions
reached their peak in 1991, with 43.6 per cent, followed by 1990 (43
per cent) and 1992 (37.2 per cent). The lowest proportion of these
events occurred in 1994, with only 8.0 per cent.

On the whole, almost one quarter of the social conflicts took
place elsewhere, including the Kai Tak International Airport,
schools, hospitals, churches, consulates, offices of members of
representative institutions; others took the form of press conferen-
ces; and yet, others occurred in Mainland China.

Magnitude and Intensity

The magnitude and intensity of a social conflict event are esti-
mated in regard to its duration; number of participants, initiators
and parties involved; number of other persons affected; extent of
violence which includes the maximum form of violence against
persons, the maximum damage against property and the maxi-
mum form of governmental repressive force; and number of casu-
alties and arrests incurred. Generally speaking, the extents of
magnitude and intensity of a social conflict are positively related
to its length of duration, breadth of participation, degree of vio-
lence, as well as amount of damage, casualty and arrest.

Duration

People participating in a collective action usually do so for certain
particular instrumental and/or expressive reason. The cost, in
terms of energy, emotion, time, political risk or else, of participa-
tion is in general negatively related to the duration of the collec-
tive conflict. To the outsider, and sometimes even to the insider,
the beginning and the end of a social conflict can be very arbitrary.
Sometimes, there is an explicit agreement among the major con-
tending parties that the conflict concerned has ended. Sometimes,
a conflict may wither away and be implicitly ended. Yet, many
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collective struggles are incessant efforts with only intermittent
overt interactions between contending parties. Students of social
conflict have to demarcate, at times arbitrarily, the beginning and
the end of every conflict event so as to assess the other properties,
such as outcome, of the event. In coding the duration of the
recorded social conflicts, we tend to follow the manifest content of
the newspaper reports. If different events can be traced as the
development of a specific conflict, for example, with the same
objective and the same participants, they are counted as one event.
If not, they are treated as different cases.

On the whole, 7.3 per cent of the recorded social conflicts were
of unknown duration. Of these events, 34.5 per cent occurred in
1990.

Our sample of social conflicts shows that the duration of the
majority of collective actions was very short. It seldom lasted
more than a day. Eight out of ten recorded events lasted less than
half a day. About 9.2 per cent lasted half a day to one day, 1.1 per
cent two days, 1 per cent three days, and 1.5 per cent four days or
more (see Table 4). The longest event that lasted nearly a year was
a petition to the government for a special amnesty to a “mother
without a Hong Kong identity card” ( 34515 ).

Excluding those unknown cases, the duration of social con-
flicts in recent years appears to be longer than that in the 1980s.
For example, while 95.2 per cent of those conflict events in 1987
lasted less than half a day, the corresponding percentages for 19%4
and 1995 were 80.3 and 79.4 per cent — a decline of around 15 per
cent.

Number of Initiators, Participants and Parties Involved

The size of participants in a social conflict is one of its most visible
attributes. It is crucial not only to the attraction of media and
public attention, but also to its own mobilization and develop-
ment. The gathering of a large number of supporters might gener-
ate a sense of power that strengthens the belief that a grievance
can be redressed or a goal can be attained. Empirical studies of



Estimated Duration of Social Conflict Events, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 4

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 Total

1987

85.3

84.1 74.9 79.5 74.5 76.8 80.0

73.1

84.8

91.7
2.0
0.3

Less than 1/2 day
1/2 - 1 day

2 days
3 days

9.2

17.7
1.1

13.9

8.4
1.7
1.9
1.0
7.6

(419)

15.6

5.9
1.1
1.1
0.8

6.7
12
0.2

0.8
18.1

5.7
0.8

5.6
1.6

3.1

1.1

0.3

12
15
1.7
72

(404)

0.6
0.6

1.0
1.5

7.3
(3,661)

0.6

0.7

0.8

1.3
6.9
(462)

3.0

4.6
(525)

1.7
3.7

(300)

4 days or more

Unknown

3.3
(362)

7.0
(358)

3.1

(509)

(322)

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Note:
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collective action generally reveal that the larger the number of
participants, the smaller the cost each participant in the action has
to bear, the higher the likelihood of attaining their objective, and
the greater the willingness of individuals to join in.

Tables 5 and 6 summarize the overall pattern as well as the
year-to-year variation of the estimated numbers of initiators and
participants. On the whole, 26.5 per cent of our collection of news-
paper reports on social conflict did not mention the number of
initiators, and 44.8 per cent did not present the number of partici-
pants. It should also be noted that most of the available informa-
tion was given in rough estimation.

Apart from those with an unknown number of initiators, the
pattern is clear and consistent: the absolute majority of the re-
corded social conflicts were initiated by named groups instead of
individual persons; conflicts with no initiator were extremely rare.
For example, while 95.6 per cent of the contentious events were
initiated by named associations, only 3.9 per cent were initiated by
individual persons and only 15 cases were identified as with no
initiator.

The percentages of social conflicts with an unknown number
of participants range widely from 33.2 per cent (1991) to 57.7 per
cent (1987). Excluding these unknown cases, nearly half of the
collective actions involved less than 50 participants — 23.8 per
cent with less than 10 participants, 13.2 per cent with 11-20 partic-
ipants and 12.4 per cent with 21-50 participants. Contentious ac-
tions with a large number of participants were rather infrequent.
During the nine-year period under study, only 10.7 per cent had
mobilized over 1,000 persons to participate. About 64.8 per cent of
these large-scale events occurred between 1989 and 1991.

Social conflicts occur within a social context that includes
many other parties: audience, potential allies, adversaries and,
sometimes, potential beneficiaries of the losses suffered by the
contending groups. The number of parties involved in a conflict
not only would bring changes in the relative power and resources
of the contending parties, but also increase the complexity of
intra-party as well as inter-party relationships.
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Excluding the target party against which aggrieved partici-
pants make their claims and the third party that mediates the
conflict, parties involved in a social conflict are classified into
three types: the alignment, the independent and the antagonist. If
two or more parties participate in the same conflict event and act
in cooperation with each other to pursue the same goal, we con-
sider these parties to be an alignment. If two or more parties take
part in the same event and act independently to pursue the same
goal, we classify them to be independents. If two or more parties
involved in the same event hold incompatible views or goals on
the issue in contention, and act opposingly to pursue their own
goal, we name them antagonists. To the claim-making party, the
involvement of bystander parties as allies would generally in-
crease its resources and capacity to attain its goal, but the presence
of antagonists is usually detrimental to its bargaining power.

Table 7 summarizes the estimated number of parties involved
in our account of social conflicts. The proportion of events with
insufficient information in this respect is relatively low — 4.8 per
cent for the number of alignments, 1.0 per cent for independents
and 0.1 per cent for antagonists. However, the proportion of col-
lective actions with unknown number of alignments increased to
over 10 per cent in 1994 and 1995.

On the whole, 76.6 per cent of the recorded conflict events
consisted of only one claim-making party. About 4.3 per cent had
one alignment, 6.7 per cent two to five alignments, 3.1 per cent six
to ten alignments, and 4.5 per cent more than ten alignments.

The occurrence of social conflicts with a larger number of
alignments, i.e., more than five, seems to have been more prevail-
ing in the earlier years. For example, excluding the unknown
cases, the proportions of conflict events with more than five align-
ments amounted to 10.8 per cent in 1987 and 11.6 per cent in 1988,
the respective figures for 1994 and 1995 were 5.0 per cent and 3.7
per cent.

The presence of independents as well as antagonists ina
contentious action was very rare. From 1987 to 1995, social con-
flicts with independents and antagonists amounted to 1.3 and 1.0

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995 21

per cent, respectively. It seems that the existence of independent
as well as antagonistic parties in a conflict event is on the increase.
For example, while there were no independents nor antagonists
recorded in 1987, the corresponding percentages with no such
party presence dropped to 94.8 and 97.0 per cent in 1995.

Number of Other Persons Affected

As indicated in Table 8, our information on the number of non-
participants affected by the conflict events is far from reliable.
Nearly four out of ten recorded events were found to provide
insufficient information. And, that proportion ranged widely
from 21.0 per cent (1990) to 58.7 per cent (1989).

As reported by the press, it seems that the majority of collec-
tive actions were confined to the conflict participants. In our data
set, only five cases were reported to have non-participants af-
fected. For example, one of them occurred when a 7,000-partici-
pant procession (from the Central District to the NCNA in Wan
Chai District) was organized by the Hong Kong Alliance in Sup-
port of Patriotic Democratic Movements of China to protest
against the imprisonment of social activists by the Chinese gov-
ernment in December 1990. During the procession, some roads
were blocked by the police. As estimated by the China Bus Com-
pany, about 30,000 passengers had been affected.

Extent of Violence

Unruliness and violence are probably the most conspicuous ac-
tions taken to attract publicity as well as the attention and respon-
siveness of the target party. However, as reported by many
empirical conflict studies, the use of violence has been proved to
be counterproductive for both contending parties. For example,
the organizational effort of the weaker protesting party is actually
compromised when its violent action is met with overwhelming
force. For the stronger party, high repressive action may, in the
longer run, lose its own public support and solidify the weaker
party by creating martyrs. Besides, the degree of consistency,”®
instead of severity, is found to be more crucial in the use of
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coercion by a conflict party that is claiming jurisdiction over its
adversary.

In this study, the extent of violence is measured in terms of the
maximum form of violence against persons, the maximum dam-
age against property and the maximum form of governmental
repressive force. Tables 9 to 11 provide an outline of the whole
picture.

Despite the voluminous number of conflict events, the occur-
rence of violence was very infrequent. Large-scale collective ac-
tions, such as mass processions and demonstrations, were in
general decorous. Table 9 shows that only 1.1 per cent (39 cases) of
the total recorded conflicts involved minor physical interactions
such as pushing, scuffling and jostling; 0.1 per cent (3 cases) fist-
fighting; 0.1 per cent (3 cases) throwing objects; and 0.1 per cent (3
cases) combat with arms. It is noteworthy that over half of the
conflicts resulting in a minor degree of violence, i.e., from push-
ing, fist-fighting to throwing objects, occurred in 1994 and 1995 —
23.1 per cent in 1994 and 30.8 per cent in 1995.

All of the three cases involving combat with arms occurred in
Vietnamese boat people detention centres. For example, during a
conflict between rival groups in Whitehead Detention Centre in
February 1990, 70 Vietnamese boat people and staff of the Correc-
tional Services Department were injured; more than 800 weapons
were seized; and the police had fired 42 cans of tear-gas during
two fights to retake control.

Likewise, property damage incurred because of social conflict
was extremely rare (see Table 10). During 1987 to 1995, only 0.1
per cent of our recorded conflicts were reported to have caused
property damage. One case belonged to unintentional property
damage and another five cases involved conversion of property or
intentional destruction of property. Two of these recorded events
were acts of vandalism committed by Vietnamese boat people in
the detention centres. As reported by the police, extreme property
damage was caused in the above-mentioned Whitehead Deten-
tion Centre riot: windows were smashed and guard bars, fixtures,
gates, fences and drain covers were severely damaged.

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong:

Maximum Form of Violence against Persons, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 9

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 Total

1987

98.4 98.3 99.4 98.3 99.4 99.8 97.0 96.1 98.5

99.0

No violence

1.1

33
0.0

0.3

22
0.2
0.0
0.0

0.2
0.0

0.0

0.6

1.7
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

(358)

0.4
0.0

0.2
0.2
0.2
0.4

0.8
(525)

0.6
0.3

1.0
0.0
0.0

0.0

Pushing, scuffling, jostling

Fist-fighting

0.1

0.0

0.1

0.0
0.0

0.0
0.2

0.0

0.3

Throwing objects

0.1

0.0

0.0
0.0
(419)

0.0

0.3
(322)

Combat with arms

Unknown

0.2
(3,661)

05 03
(362)

(404)

0.0
(462)

0.0
(300)

1987-1995

(509)

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Note:



Total

99.7
0.0
0.1
0.2

0.3
(362) (3.661)

1995
99.4
0.0

0.3

1994
99.3
02
0.0
0.5
(404)

1993
100.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
(419)

1992
100.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

(358) (462)

1991
100.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

1990
0.0
0.4
0.0

(509)

99.6

0.2

1989
0.0
0.6

99.2

1988
99.7
0.0
03
0.0
(300) (322) (525)

1987
0.0
0.0

100.0
Maximum Form of Governmental Repressive Force, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 10 Maximum Damage against Property, 1987-1995 (%)
Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Conversion, intentional destruction

Unknown
™)

Unintentional property damage
Note:

No damage
Table 11
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glewanmoae g Ta.ble 11 suggests that governmental repression of popular
kS ggooo S o ) collective action has been rather self-controlled. On average, 66.8
~ per cent of social conflicts were reported to have no police in
§ meazgas § presence. However, the proportion of contentious action with no
ol A ~ police around is likely to drop. For example, while the proportion
§ el B I g of social conflicts without the presence of police amounted to 89.0
—peo ~ per cent in 1987 and 72.4 per cent in 1988, the respective figures in
§ X \:{ g 22 s g 1993, 1994 and 1995 were 69.7, 60.1 and 53.3 per cent.
~lea < Our data show that the increasing involvement of police in
Flaaatoooxn @* contentious action was largely confined to surveillance. In 1995,
Sraceee%s 45.6 per cent of the social conflicts had police present in routine
ZlnaxooanwiE capacities or were under police surveillance. Over the years, active
2NEREST=¥ o engagement of police was consistently uncommon. On the whole,
Qlentcccaygy 0.5 per cent of our account involved police patrolling among
2ITRNCC=°R8 protesting participants with non-injury equipment and 0.1 per
2|levcacganyg cent with more severe equipment. There was no report on the
2BR"°°° % engagement of police in battle with protesting participants with
gletomoneq lethal arms. No significant change in this respect is observed.
a ﬁ g oo o e o, .
clomooconas Number of Casualties and Arrests
§ goacsso~ 8 In every recorded event, casualties and arrests of conflict initia-

tors, participants, third-party persons and non-participants were
counted separately. For practical reasons, we enumerated only the
number of deaths, woundings and arrests as allegedly occurring
in the course or in the immediate aftermath of the social conflict
events. Therefore, our data should only be regarded as minima of
the total figures.

Table 12 shows the percentage of conflict events resulting in
casualties and arrests as well as the total number of persons killed,
hurt and arrested. In line with the uncommon use of violence in
social conflicts, our sample reveals that none of the recorded
events resulted in fatalities, and only a negligible proportion of
people got hurt or arrested.

From 1987 to 1995, we found only one conflict event with one
injtiator wounded and 0.2 per cent with the initiator arrested —
three persons in three different events.

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

(1) For example, tear gas, fire hoses, etc.

(2) For example, dogs, clubs, etc.

Police involvement, with non-injury equipment @
Police involvement, with severe equipment @

Police involvement, with lethal arms

Others

Police present in routine capacities, surveillance

Unknown

No police

™
Notes:



Social Conflict Events Resulting in Casualties and Arrests, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 12

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 Total

1987

Person(s) killed

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0

0.0

Initiator

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0
0.0

0.0

Participant

0.0 0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Third-party person
Non-participant

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Person(s) injured

0.0 (1)

0.0

0.0
0.0

0.0 0.0

0.0

0.0
0.0

0.0

02 (1)

0.0

0.0

Initiator

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995

0.9 (8) 0.4(62)

0.3(1) 0.6 (6) 02 (3)

0.0
0.0

0.6 (8) 0.6(30)

1.0 (6)

Participant

02(1) 03 (2) 0.1(20)
02(4) 0.6(15) 02(61)

0.0
0.2(14) 0.0

0.0

0.4(11)

0.3 (3) 0.4(25)

0.6(6) 0.0

0.0

Third-party person
Non-participant

0.0

Person(s) arrested

03 (1) 0.1 (3)

0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0 0.0
0.6(6) 0.4(12) 0.4(25)
0.0

03(1) 0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

02 (O

0.0

0.0

Initiator

0.2(5)
0.2(2)

0.0

0.2 (93)
0.0 ()

0.0

03(4) 0.6(22) 0.4(19)

0.0

Participant

0.0

0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0

Third-party person
Non-participant

0.0

0.0

0.0

Figures in parentheses denote total number of persons.

Note:
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Percentages of conflicts with participants injured and arrested
were 0.4 and 0.2 per cent, respectively. As for the absolute num-
bers, altogether 62 participants were wounded in 16 conflict
events and 93 participants were arrested in 12 conflict events.

Injuries and arrests of third-party persons and non-partici-
pants rarely happened. On average, there were only 0.1 per cent
(20 persons in six events) of the recorded conflicts with third-party
persons injured and two persons arrested in one conflict event.
Sixty-one non-participants were injured in a total of seven con-
flicts, but no person was arrested.

Issues in Contention

In this study, social conflict is defined as contending collectivities
engaged in coercive interaction. Parties involved in a contention
generally believe they have, or are going to have, conflicting goals
that are worth striving for. The basic nature of issues in contention
is classified into 18 major areas: civil rights and liberties, commu-
nication media, culture and religion, economics, education, envi-
ronment, health and medical services, housing, labour and
employment, legal and judicial, police, military and public order,
politics and government, public works and utilities, social wel-
fare, transport, urban planning and development, urban services
and Vietnamese boat people. The scope of the issue in contention
is assessed by the extent of impact for which the conflicting goal is
aiming. It is classified into five within-Hong Kong categories,
including territory-wide, regional, district, vicinity and sectorial,
and two outside-Hong Kong categories, including China-related
and overseas.

Nature of Issue in Contention

In Table 13, a general picture of the nature of the major issue in
contention during the period of 1987 to 1995 is portrayed. Con-
flicts relating to “labour and employment” and “civil rights and
liberties” ranked first and second, respectively. More than one-
third of all contentious actions in this nine-year study were related
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Table 13  Nature of Major Issue in Contention, 1987-1995 (%)

Total Rank

1995
13.8

1992 1993 1994
21.8

8.7

1991
15.6

1989 1990
288 177

1988

1987
15.0

154

8.1

3.1

Civil rights and liberties
Communication media
Culture and religion

Economics

17
14

1.1

3.6
14
2.2
7.5

1.2
4.7

12
1.7
3.6
5.0

4.5

1.5

1.1

0.3
43

0.2
3.7

1.1
4.7

0.9
0.9
5.9
9.0

2.8

03

1.9
4.8

1.1
15.1

0.4

1.3
5.7
3.7

2.3

3.0
7.4
2.0
1.5

11.6

1.0
23

5.8
2.8

58
54
22
143

8.4

1.1
1.1

12.6

5.3

Education

11
13

3.9
1.9

124

1.6
29
8.1
21.0

1.3
42

Environment

22
9.3

2.1
12.6

0.3

1.7

7.7
26.0

Health and medical services

Housing

0.6
19.0

5.6
26.4

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong:

177 243 126 235 206

17.6

Labour and employment
Legal and judicial

109 44 6.5 14 3.5 2.6 6.9 22 5.1
0.8

9.7

15

1.5
8.7

1.1

6.1

1.7
8.9
0.0
5.0

6.7

1.7
12.2

1.5
9.3

1.8
15

1.7
13.9

1.6

7.5

1.0

Police, military and public order

Politics and government

42
0.0
5.0

1L.7

6.0

16

1.1

4.8

0.8

0.2
7.4

8.1

0.9
9.3

0.8

1.0
1.5

2.2
0.6
9.9 5.1

3.4
0.9

8.1

53

Public works and utilities

Social welfare
Transport

8.0
7.2

3.1

2.7
4.0

1.7
2.5

8.0
5.2
0.6
0.2
0.4

8.8

12
18
10

19
0.3

1.4 2.6 2.5
0.6

2.0
0.0

1.0
1.4
2.6

1.3
0.2

11.8

4.0
2.7

Urban planning and development

Urban services

0.9
33

0.5

0.5

1.7
0.0
0.2

1.9
0.3

0.0 1.0
1.0

Vietnamese boat people

Unknown

00 04 14
(300) (322) (525) (509) (358) (462) (419) (404) (362) (3,661)

1.0

1987-1995

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Note:
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to these two major issues — labour and employment matters
accounted for 20.6 per cent and civil rights and liberties matters
took up the other 15.4 per cent.

Conflicts about housing came third and made up 9.3 per cent
of all our recorded events. Following it were conflicts pertaining
to “politics and government” and “transport,” with respective
percentages of 8.7 and 7.7 per cent. Issues concerning “education,”
“legal and judicial” and “social welfare” accounted for 5.8, 5.1 and
4.8 per cent, respectively, of all events.

While issues concerning “labour and employment” made up
the largest number of social conflicts, those relating to “econom-
ics” constituted only 4.8 per cent. Other issues, such as “Vietnam-
ese boat people,” “environment,” “urban planning and
development,” “health and medical services,” “culture and reli-
gion,” “public order,” “media,” “public work and utilities” and
“urban services,” each only took up 1 to 3 per cent. of all the
recorded conflict events.

The five most frequent conflicting issues are presented in
more detail in the following pages.

Conflicts of Labour and Employment Nature

In a capitalist society like Hong Kong, job is the major key to life
chances. It determines not only one’s income, but also one’s social
standing, lifestyle and self-esteem. The local labour market has
experienced a rapid structural transformation in the past decade.
During the period of 1986 to 1996, the proportion of working
population in the manufacturing sector dwindled from 35.8 per
cent to 18.9 per cent. The overall labour force participation rate
dropped from 66.4 per cent to 62.8 per cent, with the most signifi-
cant decline in female workers aged 55 and over.” Transforming
from an industrial to a service economy, some segments of work-
ers are cast out of the market. The process of de-industrialization
hits the least-educated women and the elderly the hardest. Those
who stay in the market also suffer from a feeling of continued
uncertainty as well as a sense of decline.
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Against this backdrop, the present data reveal that issues
pertaining to labour and employment were the most common
issue to be pursued collectively, with a report of 753 events in nine
years. Figure 2 traces the fluctuating trend of these conflicts.

Table 14 shows that public sector employees, notwithstanding
their relatively secure work condition, had been rather active in
collective actions. Over one-third of the recorded conflicts of lab-
our nature involved this segment of the working population.
Among these conflicts, 95.1 per cent were related to white-collar
workers, and they reached their peaks in 1988 and 1993.

Nearly half of the conflict events pertained to the private
sector — 13.2 per cent related to blue-collar workers, 18.8 per cent
to white-collar workers and 16.8 per cent to the issue of imported
labour.

Collective actions concerning children and women employ-
ment as well as central provident fund were relatively infrequent.
Of all the recorded events, half of them occurred in 1987, only 1.3
per cent related to children and women employment and 4 per
cent to the issue of the central provident fund.

Excluding the conflicts pertaining to imported labour, chil-
dren and women employment and central provident fund, 76.0
per cent of the collective actions of labour nature were concerned
with wages, benefits and other conditions of work. This kind of
conflict was relatively more prevailing in the late 1980s. On aver-
age, only 4.8 per cent concerned labour hazard and safety and 4.2
per cent related to industrial relations and labour unions (see
Table 15).

Conflicts of Civil Rights Nature

Social conflicts of civil rights nature comprise two major sub-cate-
gories of local and mainland issues. Figure 3 portrays the trend of
overall civil rights-related contentions as well as that pertaining to
local issues and mainland issues. The picture is unmistakably
clear. By 1989, the frequency of social conflicts of civil rights
nature leapt 15 times above that of the preceding year. The abso-
lute majority of which were concerned with Mainland China is-
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Table 14  Conflicts of Labour Nature According to Sector, 1987-1995 (%)

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995  Total

1987

Public sector

1.9
36.0

0.0

14.1

5.9
35.3

0.0
52.0

0.0
27.2

4.8
46.0

1.9
453

4.7 2.0
32.0

0.0
16.7

Blue-collar worker

50.6

White-collar worker

Private sector

16.5 14.0 5.7 14.3 19.8 15.7 9.8 12.9 13.2
15.1

0.3

1

Blue-collar worker

185 15.7 15.7 21.2 18.8

14.3

8.2 27.0

16.5

32.1

White-collar worker

21.7 12.7 25.9 4.9 9.8 34.1 16.8

19.0

2.6

Foreign/Imported labour

General

1.3
4.0

0.0

5.9
9.8

0.0

1.2
0.0

0.0

0.9

0.0
1.0
5.0

(100)

0.0
0.0

6.4
19.2

12.8
(78)

Children and women

3.5

49

1.6

6.3
(63)

0.0
9.4

(106)

Central provident fund

Others

™)

14.1 8.1

7.8

6.9
(D

(102)

7.4

(81)

35
(85)

(751)

(85

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Note:
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sues. This kind of conflict events decreased gradually to another
bottom in 1993. It then rose apparently in 1994, with most of them
related to local issues.

Table 16 gives the breakdown of local conflicts by their major
issues in contention. Local issues accounted for 41.1 per cent of all
the recorded civil rights-related conflicts, while those concerning
Mainland China amounted to 58.9 per cent. With respect to the
former, 39.7 per cent focussed on the freedom of speech and of the
press. Of these events, 46.7 per cent took place in 1994.

About one quarter of local conflicts concerned the issue of
human rights in general. This kind of collective actions became
more common from 1993 onwards.

Contentious actions regarding consumer rights made up 11.6
per cent of all the recorded civil rights-related events. The major-
ity of these conflicts (66.7 per cent) happened in 1987 and was
followed by sporadic occurrence afterwards.

Neither the freedom of assembly nor the freedom of move-
ment had been raised as a major issue of collective contention.
Each constituted 5.2 per cent and 3.4 per cent, respectively, of our
account of conflicts of civil rights nature.

In these nine years, the occurrence of other civil rights-related
conflicts was very infrequent. For example, there were only two
events related to the freedom of occupation, another two related
to the freedom of arts and sciences, and some related to the free-
dom of information.

Conflicts of Housing Nature

Over the past decade, the proportions of Hong Kong population
residing in private permanent housing and public rental housing
have been very stable. Those who lived in private permanent
housing accounted for 46.8 per cent in 1986, 47 per cent in 1991
and 46.9 per cent in 1996; the respective percentages for those
living in public rental housing were 40.8, 40.5 and 38.5 per cent.
Significant changes are found in the proportions of population
living in subsidized sale flats and temporary housing. The former
increased steadily from 4.1 per cent in 1986 to 7.5 per cent in 1991

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995

Conflicts of Civil Rights Nature According to Issue, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 16

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995  Total

1987

Local issues

0.0 48.9 12.0 16.3

2.5

1.8
0.0
54

0.0 7.3 10.0
0.0

20.0

46.7

Freedom of speech/press

Consumer rights

4.8

4.0
0.0

0.0
22.0

1.1
0.0

1.1
11.4

0.0
29
0.0

382

5.0
25

2.2

0.0

40.0

2.1

33
5.6

7.8

1.3
0.0
4.0

10.0

22
0.0

Freedom of assembly
‘Freedom of movement

Human rights

Others
Mainland issues

™)

Note:

1.4
10.6

5.0
10.0

0.0
40.0

7.1

2.2
2.2
6.7
)

5.9
58.9

8.0
54.0

1.1

5.6 8.9 225 8.8
65.6 76.8 50.0 364

2.6

10.0

52.5

84.8

20.0

151y  (90) (56) 40) 34) (88) (50) (564)

(10)

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.
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and 11.1 per cent in 1996, while the latter decreased from 6.7 per
cent in 1986 to 3.6 per cent in 1991 and 2 per cent in 1996.%

There was a total of 341 conflict events related to various
kinds of housing issues. Figure 4 portrays the overall trend of
these events as well as those pertaining to public housing, private
housing and temporary housing.

Social conflict related to housing issues reached its nadir in
1989, the year with the greatest number of recorded social conflict
events. Compared with that in the late 1980s, housing conflicts
rose prominently in 1990 and peaked in 1992. Table 17 gives the
breakdown of these conflicts according to housing type. Over half
of the social conflicts pertaining to housing were concerned with
public housing — 42.5 per cent with Housing Authority rental
housing, 5.9 per cent Housing Authority subsidized sale flats and

Figare4  Trends of Conflict of Housing Nature, 1987-1995
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Table 17  Conflicts of Housing Nature According to Housing Type, 1987-1995 (%)

1988 - 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995  Total

1987

Public housing

439 46.7 57.6 50.9 319 15.6 42.5

0.0
0.0

66.7
333

304

HA rental housing

59

4.7
17.9

44
22

311

43

1.9
5.7

17.0

1.5
3.0

5.6 12.2 133
0.0
13.6

8.7
8.7

17.4

HA subsidized sale flats

HS housing

2.1

2.2
13.3

12.2

27.7

12.2

0.0
333

5.6
5.6

16.7

Private housing

114

8.9
37.8

7.6 17.0 6.4
16.7 277

15.6

17.1

8.7
26.1

Temporary housing

Others

™)

17.6

7.5

8.9
(45)

24

(41)

333

(53) “@n 45) (341)

(66)

©)

(18)
Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

(23)

Notes:

Housing Society.

Housing Authority; HS =

HA
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4.7 per cent Housing Society housing. Conflicts related to Housing
Authority subsidized sale flats were rather infrequent and 55.0 per
cent of them happened in 1990 and 1991. Among the collective
actions relating to Housing Authority rental housing, the distribu-
tion of the major sources of conflict is:

Rent 35.9 per cent
Allocation 17.9 per cent
Provision 11.0 per cent
Quality, facilities and others 35.2 per cent

Even though nearly half of the Hong Kong population is
residing in private housing, less than one-fifth of the housing
conflicts was related specifically to this type of housing. This kind
of conflicts was quite infrequent in the late 1980s, and it rose
steadily in the 1990s. About 73.8 per cent of these contentions
occurred from 1992 onwards. On the whole, their major sources of
discontent were:

Rent, price 24.6 per cent
Management 19.7 per cent
Quality, facilities and others 55.7 per cent

The proportion of population living in temporary housing
was around 5 per cent. Yet, collective actions concerning this type
of housing constituted 11.4 per cent of all the recorded events.
Among these temporary housing-related conflicts, there was a
surge between 1990 and 1993. About 71.8 per cent of such conflicts
occurred in these four years.

Conflicts of Political Nature

Throughout the whole colonial history, the past decade can be
regarded as a brand-new political context. It was brought about
mainly by the scheduled transfer of sovereignty and the introduc-
tion of partial democratization. Since the ratification of the Sino-
British Joint Declaration on the Question of Hong Kong in May
1985, Hong Kong has had to step into a transitional period before
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it becomes a Special Administrative Region of China on 1 July
1997. The concomitant predomination of the Chinese government
in local affairs has eroded the authority of the local government
away and intensified all kinds of conflicts among political actors.
The introduction of the top-down and partial democratic reform
since 1984 has opened up a new political market, politicized the
society, and, unfortunately, magnified political mistrust and cyni-
cism among the public.

During the period of 1987 to 1995, a total of 320 conflict events
concerning political issues was reported. Figure 5 depicts the rise
and fall of these conflicts. This kind of collective actions witnessed
its first peak in 1989, reached its nadir in 1991, and then saw its
second peak in 1993.

Table 18 gives a summary of these conflicts. Of all the re-
corded events, 51.2 per cent were related to local affairs and 38.8

per cent pertained to external affairs.

Figure 5  Trend of Conflict of Political Nature, 1987-1995
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Conflicts of Political Nature, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 18

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995  Total

1987

Internal affairs

76.3 6.7 11.6 17.6 16.7 213 25.6
20.0

0.0

542

72.2

Voting, representation

0.0 349 11.8 194 0.0 109
0.0 0.0

2.6
0.0

0.0
4.2

0.0

Government performance

Political reform
Personnel

10.3

6.7 209 21.6 222

6.7
0.0

1.4
0.0
1.4

11.1

2.5

0.0
4.5

3.9 2.8

2.0

23

8.3
0.0

0.0
0.0

5.6 1.9

2.3

Political groups, parties

External affairs

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995

0.0 4.7 15.7 13.9 0.0 12.5

6.7
26.7

0.0
5.3

0.0 34.2
12.5

0.0
0.0

HK-mainland affairs

HK-UK affairs

10.6

0.0
22.7

0.0
83
2.8

0.0
83

11.8

0.0
11.6

384

9.1

7.9
2.6
52

(38

2.7
5.5

11.0

0.0
4.2
16.7

5.6
0.0

11.1

HK-overseas affairs

International affairs

Others

™

6.6

10.0
(320)

31.8

3.9
11.8

7.0

4.7

13.3

13.6

13.3

6H G622

(43)

s)

@9 03

(18)

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Note:
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For over a century, the colonial government had discouraged
representative politics by using a model which appointed social
elites as members or consultants of power centres. The introduc-
tion of elections to government councils and the broadening of the
electoral franchise opened up more channels and greater opportu-
nities for public political participation. Issues relating to voting
and representation also stood out as the most frequent contending
political problem. About a quarter of all the recorded political
conflicts concerned these issues. Such contentions shot up promi-
nently in 1987, 1988 and 1990.* In addition, 10.3 per cent of the
conflicts of political nature were related to the issue of political
reform. The majority of these events (84.8 per cent) occurred be-
tween 1992 and 1994.”

Hong Kong people are increasingly dependent on govern-
mental intervention in a wide range of public and private affairs.
The satisfactory performance of the local government has long
been regarded as one of the major reasons for popular acceptance
of the colonial regime. Yet, our series of social indicators surveys
has also documented a trend of declining public satisfaction with
government performance.” The proportion of respondents rating
it as good has dropped significantly from 44.2 per cent in 1988 to
24.8 per cent in 1990, 21.8 per cent in 1993, and then 17.3 per cent
in 1995. According to our records, collective actions pertaining to
government performance and administration made up 10.9 per
cent of the reported events. These conflicts were rather rare in the
late 1980s. They increased significantly in 1992, stablized in 1993
and 1994, and dropped considerably in 1995.

Problems concerning selection, recruitment and appointment
of government personnel as well as political groups and parties
were not a hot issue for collective actions. Each took up only 2.5
and 1.9 per cent, respectively, of the total recorded political con-
flicts.

On average, nearly four out of ten of our account of political
conflicts pertained to external affairs. Of all, 12.5 per cent were
related to Hong Kong-Mainland China affairs, 10.6 per cent to
Hong Kong-United Kingdom affairs, 9.1 per cent to Hong Kong-
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overseas affairs and 6.6 per cent to international affairs. The ma-
jority of social conflict events concerning the affairs with the
United Kingdom® and Mainland China® took place in 1989.

Conflicts of Transport Nature

Transport supports all socio-economic activities that involve
movement of passengers, delivery of service and goods. The avail-
ability and cost of transport affect directly the way and quality of
life. In Hong Kong, the transport infrastructure and services are
subject to enormous pressure from an extremely dense population
and ever-growing socio-economic activities. Hence, the problem
of transport has always been a major public concern. As revealed
by our series of social indicators surveys, the proportions of re-
spondents who did not regard transport as a serious social prob-
lem were 15.1 per cent in 1988, 19.6 per cent in 1990, 21.9 per cent
in 1993, and 18.7 per cent in 1995.

Our collection of social conflict events recorded a total of 282
events related to issues of transport nature. Figure 6 illustrates the
trend of these events from 1987 to 1995. It can be seen that, except
for a rise in 1990 and 1991, the occurrence of social conflicts of
transport nature fluctuated less than the four types of conflicts
presented above. It also shows a downward trend in the 1990s.

As shown in Table 19, issues related to public transport ser-
vices, such as buses, the five rail systems, taxis, minibuses and
ferries, constituted the major base of collective actions of transport
nature. Nearly six out of ten recorded conflicts belonged to this
category — 22.0 per cent related to buses, 14.2 per cent to rails, 12.4
per cent to taxis, 5.0 per cent to ferries and 4.6 per cent to public
light buses. The major issues of these conflicts were:

Fee 53.7 per cent
Provision 9.1 per cent
Standard 4.3 per cent
Others 32.9 per cent
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igure 6  Trend of Conflict of Transport Nature, 1987-1995
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About one-fifth of the transport-related conflicts was con-
cerned with government regulations, policies, management and
control on transport — 10.3 per cent on public transport and 8.9
per cent on private vehicles. Nearly half (48.3 per cent) of the
collective actions concerning regulations on public transport hap-
pened in 1989 and 1990, while 36.0 per cent of actions on private
vehicles occurred in 1993.

Contentious events relating to external traffic only accounted
for 8.9 per cent of all the transport-related conflicts. Among them,
52.0 per cent were related to port and international shipping, 36.0
per cent to cross-border traffic, and 12.0 per cent to international
airport and civil aviation. The continued expansion of the trans-
port infrastructure is always a need. Issues concerning the infra-
structure constituted 8.2 per cent of the total transport-related
social conflicts. This kind of collective contention was more com-
mon in the 1990s than in the late 1980s and 30.4 per cent took place
in 1991.
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Table19  Conflicts of Transport Nature, 1987-1995 (%)

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995  Total

1987

8.2

6.3 0.0 6.7 16.7 5.4 11.8 0.0 154

8.3

Infrastructure

Government regulation

10.3

1.7
154

3.7
7.4

9.4 29.6 13.3 4.8 5.4 8.8
10.8 26.5

6.3

16.7

On public transport

8.9

4.8

2.2

0.0

83

On private vehicles

Public transport services

12.5 14.8 37.8 16.7 13.5 0.0 55.6 34.6 22.0
20.6

8.3

Buses

0.0 14.2

3.8

0.0
7.4

0.0

375 18.5 0.0 28.6 8.1
22.2

83
41.7

Rails
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124

59
2.9
0.0

7.4 14.3 8.1
243
17.6

0.0
222

12.5

Taxis

5.0
4.6

0.0
0.0

11.5

0.0

8.9
6.7
0.0

0.0
0.0
2.2

0.0
0.0

0.0

Ferries

7.4
7.4

11.1

2.7
10.8

24

11.9

Minibuses

8.9
5.7

(282)

74
0.0

@n

9.4
6.3

External traffic

Others

11.5

5.9
(34)

10.8

0.0
42)

8.3
(12)
Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

(26)

¢2))

&7

45)

(32)

Note:

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995 47

Scope of Issue in Contention

As shown in Table 20, nearly nine out of ten contentious actions
were within the scope of the territory. Social conflicts aimed at
sectorial impact constituted the majority. Among these conflict
events, except for a drop in 1991 (192 cases) and a rise in 1992 (316
cases), the trend over the period under study was rather stable.

Next in frequency were the collective actions directed at a

territory-wide effect. On average, 17.9 per cent of the recorded
conflict events belonged to this category. This kind of conflicts
peaked in 1990 (150 cases), fluctuated at the level of 59-78 cases per
year from 1991 to 1994, and then dropped to 43 cases in 1995.

Conflicts with a smaller territorial scope made up about one-
tenth of the total conflicts — 2.5 per cent with a regional scope, 4.2
per cent a district scope and 3.5 per cent a vicinity scope. Over the
years, collective actions with either a regional scope or a district
scope experienced a fluctuating trend. In contrast, social conflicts
with a vicinity scope appeared to rise in the 1990s.

About 12.9 per cent of all the recorded conflicts were outside
the scope of Hong Kong. Among these contentious actions, the
absolute majority (85.0 per cent) were aimed at China. This kind of
conflict was literally non-existent before 1989, with only a total of
six cases reported in 1987 and 1988. In 1989, contentious actions
pertaining to China rose to 152 cases. On 11 July 1989, Jiang Zemin
stated that, “according to the principle of ‘one country, two sys-
tems,” China practises socialism, Hong Kong practises capitalism.
The well water [Hong Kong] should not interfere with the river
water [Chinal.” Since 1990, conflicts directed at China had
dropped significantly to a nadir in 1993 (20 cases) and then had
risen again in 1994 and 1995 (60 and 42 cases, respectively).

Social conflicts with an overseas scope were rather infrequent
and accounted for only 1.9 per cent of all the recorded events.
Among them, 77.5 per cent occurred during 1989 and 1992.

Table 21 gives further details of the conflict events with a
sectorial scope. It is clear that an individual’s ascribed status, such
as age and sex, was not a popular base for collective action. Of all
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the recorded events, only 3.1 per cent were concerned with age,
while 2.9 per cent related to gender. However, we observed that
contentious events concerning age have risen steadily since 1992
onwards, while those concerning gender reached their peak in
1994.

About half of the recorded conflicts were related to the dimen-
sion of work. Among these events, 23.9 per cent were concerned
with public employees, 7.5 per cent with professional workers and
55.3 per cent with other specific industry. Only 13.3 per cent
pertained to the whole working population.

Collective actions confined to the scope of the housing sector
constituted 13.6 per cent of the total conflicts. Percentages of social
conflicts related to the sectors of consumer, student, political affil-
iation, class and religion ranged widely from 0.3 per cent (reli-
gion) to 9.0 per cent (students).

Table 22 presents a general picture of the nature of major
issues in contention by the scope of issues. It shows that conflict
related to “civil rights and liberties” was the only issue that tar-
geted outside the territory. Issues that aimed at a territory-wide
impact included mainly those pertaining to “politics and govern-
ment,” “public works and utilities,” “economics” and “legal and
judicial.” Collective contentions with a regional, district or vicin-
ity scope were mostly of “public work and utilities,” “urban plan-
ning and development” and “environmen ” nature. As
mentioned above, the majority of social conflicts were confined to
certain sectors of the population. It is particularly true with re-
spect to the issues of “labour and employment,” “education,”
“arban services,” “communication media” and “housing.”

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995

Scope of Major Issues in Contention, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 20

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995  Total

1987

Within Hong Kong

13.7 17.9 29.5 184 14.3 14.1 193 119 17.9

19.0

Territory-wide

Regional
District

2.5

2.2

59
2.7

0.7
5.7
5.3

67.5

3.7
24

1.1

2.0
3.9
1.4

48.7

32

2.2
7.8

1.0
4.0
3.0

70.7

42

4.1

73

1.9

1.1

44.6

3.5
58.4

6.1

5.7
51.0

2.6

3.4
53.6

5.0
69.3

Vicinity

Sectorial
Outside Hong Kong

62.2

68.4

0.9 29.0 10.8 12.0 5.6 4.8 14.9 11.6 11.0
2.8

1.0
0.3

China-related
Overseas

Unknown
™)

1.9
0.4

(3,661)

1.9
0.0
(362)

0.0

05
(404)

1.0
1.0

(419)

3.9

0.3
(358)

35
0.2
(509)

1.9
0.4
(525)

12
0.0
(322)

0.2

1.0
(300)

(462)

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Note:
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Major Objective

A conflict arises when contending parties believe that they have
incompatible goals and that their goals are fully or partially attain-
able. Conflicting goals differ not only in the centrality of their
attainment, but also in the effort needed for their realization.
Therefore, in addition to the ultimate goals, there are always some
strategic or immediate goals for attaining the ultimate goals or for
building support for the contending parties. The present study
recorded only the conflict objectives stated explicitly by the claim-
making party and reported by the press.

As shown in Table 23, only a negligible number of social
conflicts were of unknown objective (0.3 per cent), without any
specific objective (0.2 per cent), or aimed at damaging or control-
ling object, place or person (0.1 per cent). Nearly half of the con-
flict events (50.8 per cent) aimed to protest against some specific
objects; 40.0 per cent intended to demand something or some
changes; 6.1 per cent were directed at the defence or support of
person, group or workplace.

Figure 7 shows that social conflicts that aimed to protest or
demand started at a similar level, with around 150 events in 1987,
and then experienced a fluctuating but unparalleled develop-
ment. Protest conflicts rose more rapidly and reached their peak in
1989. They dropped suddenly in 1993 but soon went back to their
usual level of around 220 events per year. The frequency of de-
mand conflicts was generally lower than that of protest. They
occurred more often in 1990, 1992 and 1993 and less in 1988, 1991,
1994 and 1995.

Table 24 shows the breakdown of the protests by their specific
object. The pattern is rather clear. Half of the protests were di-
rected at certain laws, policies, policy proposals or their enforce-
ment. Specifically, 18.3 per cent were protests against a law or a
policy, 15.4 per cent against a policy proposal, 13.7 per cent
against the enforcement of a law or a proposal, and 3.2 per cent
against the Basic Law and its draft. Figure 8 portrays the oscilla-
tory trends of these major objects of protest actions.

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995

Table 23  Major Objective of Social Conflict Events, 1987-1995 (%)

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995  Total

1987

0.2
0.1

0.0
0.0

0.0 0.2 0.0 0.5
0.0 0.5

0.3 0.8 0.0
0.0 0.0

0.0
0.0

Apparently random

0.0

0.4

0.0

Damage or control of object,

place, person

Protest

54.7 51.0 49.1 61.7 50.2 372 53.0 58.0 50.8

44.7

39.1 29.0 44.6 344 46.3 54.2 309 32.9 40.0

51.0

Demand

6.1 6.1

11.9

5.7

2.2

114 5.3 34

43

1.7

Defence or support of person,

group or workplace

Others

2.4

0.3
(3,661)

2.2

0.8
(362)

32

0.5
(404)

1.9

0.5
(419)

0.6

0.6
0.0
(358)

1.0
0.0
(509)

7.4
0.0

(525)

1.6
0.0
(322)

2.0

0.4

0.7
(300)

Unknown

(462)

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Note:
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Figure 7 Trends of Protest and Demand, 1987-1995
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Over one-eighth of the recorded protest actions pertained to
work-related issues — 3.9 per cent were concerned with
employers’ action, 8.4 per cent with various work conditions, and
only 1 per cent with unemployment. Figure 9 gives the directions
of their development. It is observed that protest against work
conditions reached its peaks in 1989 and 1993 and declined signif-
icantly in 1995, the year with an uproar over employers’ action as
well as the problem of unemployment.

Collective actions against the state’s repressive action ac-
counted for 6.3 per cent of the recorded protests. Nearly 39.8 per
cent happened in 1989 and another 32.2 per cent occurred in 1994
and 1995. Protests against actions of other person or party
amounted to 15 per cent of the total number of protests. Over the
years, this kind of protests wavered between 8 (1987) to 58 events
(1992) a year. Protest over price constituted 6.8 per cent of the
recorded events. It also showed a fluctuating trend over the years.
About 22.0 per cent of these protests took place in 1990 and an-
other 16.5 per cent in 1994. The lowest records were found in 1989
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and 1987. Gender discrimination was never an issue in this regard.
In nine years, only five collective actions with such objective were
recorded.

Table 25 shows the breakdown of the demands by their spe-
cific object. About one-third of the demands was directed specific-
ally at public policies — 25.2 per cent claimed for legislative or
policy modification, 3.8 per cent for administrative or im-
plementational modification, 2.9 per cent for policy implementa-
tion or enforcement, and 2.8 per cent for regulation or legislation.
Figure 10 depicts the trends of these policy-related demands. It
seems that different types of demands followed basically a similar
contour — a rise in 1990, 1992 and 1993 and a decline in 1991 and
1995.

Another one-third of the recorded demands requested for
certain actions — 20.4 per cent asked for provision or improve-
ment, 8.3 per cent for compensation, 6.5 per cent for intervention,
and 1 per cent for prevention. Figure 11 follows the development
of these claims. Demands for prevention remained at a very low
level and saw some increase in recent years. Frequency of de-
mands for intervention was rather steady, except for a rise in 1992.
Both demands for compensation and demands for provision and
improvement started at a similar level. Demand for provision and
improvement rose prominently in 1992, while demand for com-
pensation also increased in 1993. For most of the years, the fre-
quency of the former at least doubled that of the latter.

There was only a minority of events demanding for the disclo-
sure of information (3.3 per cent), participation and consultation
(2.2 per cent), and appointment, resignation, or dismissal of per-
sonnel (1.1 per cent). As shown in Figure 12, the trends of these
requests fluctuated while the demands for the disclosure of infor-
mation showed a downward tendency.

All the demands mentioned above were confined to local
affairs. During the period under study, there was a number of
demands which aimed at some responses from or some changes
on the part of the Chinese government. These demands were
classified into the category of “others.”
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Figure 12  Trends of Other Demands, 1987-1995
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General Pattern

How conflicting goals are pursued is probably the most visible
manifestation of a social conflict. In the 1960s, the Kowloon Distur-
bances 1966: Report of Commission of Inquiry noted that: “There is
evidence of a growing interest in Hong Kong on the part of youth
and a tendency to protest at a situation which their parents might
tacitly accept.””® In the 1980s, the Report from the Standing Commit-
tee on Pressure Groups had already recognized the frequent occur-
rence of open protest actions, such as petitions, demonstrations,
sit-ins and processions as a “normal way of life.””

In Hong Kong, organizers of public events are required to
either notify the police or seek police permits. Table 26 shows the
number of these applications from 1987 to 1995. Government
records show that the number of applications for processions in
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Table 26  Number of Applications for Public Meetings and
Processions

1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995
Public meetings 92 176 207 365 977 827 1,026 1,383 1,112

Disallowed 3 3 2 4 - - - - -
Processions 172 199 290 272 257 309 290 394 401
Disallowed 2 5 3 4 - - - - -

Sources: 1987 to 1990: South China Morning Post, 17 March 1591, p.-2;
1991 to 1995: The Royal Hong Kong Police Force.

1995 saw a jump of 133 per cent on that of 1987, the number of
applications for public meeting 1,109 per cent, and the propor-
tions of applications disallowed had been extremely low. It is clear
that collective action has become a standard instrument of popu-
lar politics.

According to their degree of acceptance of the institutional-
ized channels set by the authorities, collective actions are classi-
fied into three broad categories: (1) persuasive action, (2) protest
action and (3) violent action.”® Table 27 summarizes how Hong
Kong people pursued their goals through social conflict during
the period of 1987 to 1995. Each conflict event may consist of more
than one mode of action. In this study, we counted up to three
actions per each event and a total of 4,201 actions was recorded.

In general, conflicting parties would strive to gain the support
of the general public so as to generate social pressure on their
adversaries. On the one hand, the degree of social acceptance of
conflict action is critical to the mobilization of support from both
the partisans and the community. It thus affects the ways the
contending parties pursue their goals. On the other hand, the
frequent occurrence of certain conflict action may in turn influ-
ence the public mind. The more it occurs, the more the public
would take it. According to our 1993 social indicators survey,
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Hong Kong people held distinct attitudes towards different
modes of conflict actions. Respondents were asked to evaluate the
radicalness of a list of collective actions. Table 28 summarizes the
results. On the whole, about one-seventh of the respondents had
no definite opinion in this regard. The degree of social acceptance
of non-violent and self-confined action, such as a signature cam-
paign, press conference, petition and sit-in, was relatively higher.
The proportion of respondents who regarded these actions as not
radical was larger than that of opposite views. Processions in
Hong Kong were usually decorous. However, nearly four out of
ten respondents still classified this mode of action as radical, in
contrast to 21.1 per cent who thought otherwise. All of the non-co-
operation actions listed, such as strike, school strike and driver
strike, were considered by the absolute majority of respondent as
radical. Violent action was particularly unacceptable.

Against this social context, we can observe in Table 27 that
only 1.1 per cent of all the recorded social conflicts adopted vio-
lent action. Among them, 63.8 per cent happened between 1988
and 1990. The highest rate of violence was found in social conflict
events relating to the Vietnamese boat people.

Notwithstanding the higher degree of social acceptance of
persuasive action, claim-making parties were more inclined to use
protest actions. On average, 35.9 per cent of collective contentions
made use of persuasive actions to pursue their goals, as compared
with 60.6 per cent that adopted protest actions. With respect to
persuasive action, the most common mode was a press confer-
ence, followed by meeting, signature campaign and open letter. In
regard to protest action, a petition was more popular than a dem-
onstration. Very few social conflicts involved boycott action.

Figures 13 and 14 follow the changes of different modes of |

persuasive actions and protest actions. The frequency of the press
conference rose abruptly in 1989, reached its nadir in 1991 and
went back to a usual level of around 70 events a year. The occur-
rences of a signature campaign, open letter and meeting fluctu-
ated within a rather narrow range. No decisive up or down could
be observed. The mode of the demonstration was relatively infre-
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Mode of Conflict Actions, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 27

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995  Total

1987

Persuasive action

7.5 7.7 11.0 14.5 8.1 10.6 10.2
5.1

8.0
4.5

22.6

13.7

144

Gathering, meeting

Open letter

3.7
16.4

3.3
15.7

53
15.2

6.7
16.1

14
14.6

24
14.4

2.3
17.8

1.6
22.6

9.9
7.7

Press conference

3.8 5.8 4.9 5.6

4.6

6.7

8.4 5.0

34

Signature campaign

Protest action

0.6
23.0

0.7

24.9

0.4 0.9
28.2

219

1.3 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.2
28.9 19.6 22.2

18.8

0.3

Boycott

27.3

10.7

Demonstration
Petition, appeal

33.8 26.8 43.8 41.1 44.8 342 31.6 36.2 37.0

40.8

Violent action

1.9 0.4 0.4 0.2 0.6 1.2 1.0

1.2

2.5

0.6

Personal attack,

violent confrontation

Riot
Others

0.1

0.2
2.3

0.0

0.2
2.0

(448)

0.0

0.8
(500)

0.0
0.2

(455)

0.0

2.9
(616)

0.2

2.3
(575)

0.0
1.5

(394)

0.0

2.4
(4,201)

43

56
(319)

(426)

(468)

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Note:
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Table 28  Perceived Radicalness of Conflict Actions, 1993 (%)

Not radical Average Radical Don’t know
Signature campaign 52.0 25.8 8.9 134
Press conference 448 23.7 16.3 15.2
Petition 329 31.2 23.5 12.5
Sit-in 31.8 25.8 29.1 13.4
Procession 21.1 24.6 41.0 134
Hunger strike 11.9 9.2 65.3 13.7
School strike 7.7 11.0 65.2 16.1
Strike 6.2 10.7 67.6 15.5
Driver strike 5.0 10.1 70.3 14.6
Road blockage 33 53 78.1 134
Violence 2.1 1.8 81.9 14.3

(N =337)

quent before 1989 — 34 cases in 1987 and 74 cases in 1988. The
peak arrived in 1989 with a total of 166 cases. Since then, except for
a decline in 1993, its frequency varied within the range of 110 to
130 cases per year. Petition was the most popular mode of conflict
action. Except for two peaks in 1990 (270 cases) and 1992 (224
cases), its trend was also rather stable.

Excluding the infrequent violent actions, the five most popu-
lar issues in contention differ significantly in their mode of conflict
action adopted. Comparatively speaking, it was most likely for

issues pertaining to labour and employment to make use of per- -

suasive action, followed by the transport-related issue, the politi-
cal issue and the civil rights-related issue. Issues concerning
housing were most inclined to resort to protest action. For exam-
ple, while there were 77.1 per cent of housing-related social con-
flicts pursuing their goals by means of protest action, the
corresponding percentage for labour-related conflict was 56.7 per
cent — a difference of 20.4 percentage points (see Table 29).
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Figure 13  Trends of Persuasive Actions, 1987-1995
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Figure 14  Trends of Protest Actions, 1987-1995
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Table29  Major Issues in Contention by Mode of Action (%)

Persuasive action Protest action mN)
Labour and employment 433 56.7 (843)
Transport 40.2 59.8 (306)
Politics and government 374 62.6 (353)
Civil rights 29.6 70.4 (625)
Housing 22.9 77.1 (376)

Target of Petition

During 1987 and 1995, nearly four out of ten of the recorded social
conflicts adopted the petition to articulate their grievance or de-
mand. As shown in Table 30, the state was unmistakably the most
popular target of petition. In Hong Kong, lawmaking power, for
the most part, is highly centralized and rests with the Governor
and senior government bureaucrats. On average, 24.3 per cent of
all the petitions were directed at the Governor, another 21.0 per
cent at various government departments or officials. The main
function of the Executive Council (Exco), the highest body in
central government, is to advise the Governor on all important
matters of policy. It also has the power to make subsidiary legisla-
tion under a number of ordinances. However, since the entire
Exco is appointed to office by the Governor, its proceedings are
confidential; the Council is collectively responsible for the deci-
sions made by the Governor in Council and has therefore never
been a popular target of petition.

Hong Kong operates a three-tier system of representative gov-
ernment — the Legco at the central level; the Urban Council
(Urbco) and the Regional Council (Regco) at the regional level;
and District Boards (DBs) at the district level. The major functions
of the Legco are the enactment of legislation, the control of public
funds and the formulation of questions to the government on
matters of public interest. Direct election to Legco was introduced
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in 1991 and 30 per cent of its member were returned through
popular vote. The Office of the Members of the Executive and
Legislative Councils (OMELCO) advises on public policy, consid-
ers complaints from the public and monitors the effectiveness of
public administration. On the whole, petitions to the Legco and
the OMELCO accounted for 30.6 per cent of the total records.

The Urbco and the Regco are statutory councils with respon-
sibilities for the provisions of municipal services to people in the
urban areas and the New Territories, respectively. The major func-
tion of the DBs is only to provide a forum for public consultation.
About 38 per cent of the Urbco members, 33 per cent of the Regco
members and two-thirds of the DB members were returned
through direct election. Nonetheless, these bodies had rarely been
regarded as a target of petition.

About one-tenth of all the petitions were targeted at the
NCNA and another 5.8 per cent at authority outside Hong Kong.
Figure 15 presents the trends of petitions targeted at the Governor,
the Legco and OMELCO, government departments and officials,
as well as the NCNA. from 1987 to 1995, It seems that, since the
introduction of direct election to Legco in 1991, the role of OM-
ELCO in receiving public complaints had greatly diminished. The
Legco might have become a popular arena for political struggle,
but it was no longer the top priority for petition. Except for a
decline in 1989, the frequency of petition to the Legco and the
OMELCO remained fairly high from 1987 to 1992. After a signifi-
cant fall in 1993, it stayed at a rather low level. Petition to the
NCNA was very infrequent before 1989. It rose suddenly in 1989
and dropped gradually from 1990 to 1993. Since 1994 onwards,
the NCNA had again become a popular petition target. Petition to
the Governor was not a common phenomenon in the late 1980s.
This kind of petition rose steadily and reached it peak in 1992.
Despite a decline in 1994, it remained a rather popular choice for
the articulation of grievances and demands. The frequency of
petition to government departments and officials shot up in 1990.
It experienced a fluctuating and downwards trend until a rise in
1995.
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Target of Petition, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 30

1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995  Total
196 209 39.9

1988

1987

Petition to

253 243

26.4

29.0

203 221

15.4

Governor

150 104 219 214 232 281 182 273 21.0

20.8

Government department, official

Executive Council

0.9
30.6

32
84

2.0
0.0

13.5

1.3
15.7

0.9
33.0

0.0
40.6

0.0

319

1.3
27.9

0.0

0.0
53.8

51.9
0.8

Legislative Council, OMELCO

Urban Council

0.3

0.0
0.0

0.7

04
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0

9.1

0.4

0.0
0.0

0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0

3.1

0.0
0.0

10.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Regional Council
District Board

0.0 0.0 0.0
18.2

3.3

0.0 0.0

9.6

0.0
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20.3

45

20.1

30
3.8

2.3

New China News Agency
Authority outside HK.

Threat of petition

Others

5.8
1.0
62

(1,553)

9.1

4.7
0.0

14.9

52
1.3
4.6

(153)

4.0

32
1.6
32

(187)

7.0

11.7

3.1

0.0
8.4

(154)

1.3
3.6

(224)

0.7

0.6

0.8

8.9
(270)

5.8

(154)

3.0
(133)

3.1
(130)

(148)

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Note:
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Mode of Demonstration

The degree of social acceptance of demonstration is lower than
that of petition. However, more aggressive conflict action gener-
ally enjoys a higher social exposure and, thus, exercises greater
pressure for the adversary party to respond. As mentioned above,
our survey findings in 1993 revealed that the degree of social
acceptance of various modes of demonstration in descending
order are: sit-in, procession, hunger strike, school strike, industrial
strike, driver strike, road blockage and violence. The proportion of
respondents who regarded such actions as radical ranged widely
from 29.1 per cent to 81.9 per cent.

Table 31 shows the distribution of modes of demonstrations
recorded over the period of 1987 to 1995. Mass procession and
ceremony accounted for 35.5 per cent of all the recorded demon-
strations. Act of economic non-cooperation, such as strike, indus-
trial action and walkout, came second with 17.4 per cent.
However, school strike was never a common phenomenon. Sit-in
was the third extensively used action that made up 14.5 per cent of
the total. Other social non-cooperation actions, such as driver
strike and road blockage, constituted less than one-tenth of our
account of demonstrations — 5.8 per cent for the former and 1.7
per cent for the latter. The self-inflicting action of hunger strike
also amounted to 5.8 per cent.

Figure 16 portrays the changes in the three most popular
modes of demonstration. Procession had a sharp increase in 1989
and then a drop in 1990. Yet, since 1991 onwards, the trend has
remained on a high and stable level, with around 45 reported
cases per year. Sit-in followed basically the contour of procession.
The temporal pattern of industrial strike was different from that of
procession and sit-in. This kind of demonstration was also quite
infrequent in the late 1980s. Its peak arrived in 1990 and then
declined to another bottom in 1992. Recent years saw a slight
increase of such action.
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Parties in Contention

Parties in contention are classified into three types: (1) claim-mak-
ing party, (2) target party and (3) third party. Their basic charac-
teristics are presented as follows.

Claim-making Party

In general, claims are expectations and demands to gain desired

- status, power, resources or other values from others. The claim-
making party is thus a distinguishable group of people who artic-
ulate claims on a real target outside their own group. As
mentioned above, while the presence of an independent party and
antagonistic party in our sample of social conflicts had been rather
rare, about two out of ten claim-making parties took part in the
conflict with at least one alignment (see Table 7). The number of
all claim-making parties involved in each conflict was counted. In
recording the organizational feature of these parties, we only
identified up to five parties per each event. According to our
account, individual conflict event with more than five allies con-
stituted less than one-tenth of the total conflicts. The problem of
undercount can thus be estimated accordingly.

This section looks into the prior organization of the claim-
making party, the social background of its initiators and partici-
pants, and the nvolvement of members of representative
institutions.

Prior Organization of Claim-making Party

The crucial role of resources in the emergence and development of
social conflict is well-documented. The ability of aggrieved people
in mobilizing their resources has a direct impact on the conflict
goal they form as well as the outcome of the contention. In this
study, the prior organization of a claim-making party is classified
into three broad types: (1) no prior organization, (2) emergent
conflict group and (3) continuously organized group. A continu-
ously organized group is further classified according to its organ-
izational nature. A continuously organized group usually has a
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mobilization advantage over an emergent conflict group and a
loose group of individuals.

A total of 6,092 claim-making parties were identified from
3,661 conflict events. Table 32 outlines the profile of these parties
and their changes over the span of 1987 to 1995. Of all the re-
corded claim-making parties, 12.8 per cent lacked sufficient infor-
mation for us to identify their organizational nature. This was
particularly more prevailing in 1994 and 1995.

On the whole, claim-making parties which did not exist as an
organized entity before the conflict made up 15.0 per cent of our
account. Emergent conflict groups, such as single issue standing
groups, spontaneously formed groups and joint committee of
groups, constituted only 6.3 per cent of the record.

About 64.2 per cent of the recorded claim-making parties
were established associations before the conflict, with a majority
of labour unions and professional groups. The second largest
were political parties, political groups and pressure groups. Com-
munity associations also played an important role in making
claims, followed by student associations and religious associa-
tions. Other associations of a trade, ethnic or welfare nature were
not especially active in organizing collective contentions.

Figure 17 traces the patterns of and changes in the four most
active groups from 1987 to 1995. The participation of political
groups was different from that of community associations, labour
unions and student associations. While the participation of the
latter all reached their peak in 1989 and followed by a downward
trend, that of the former was still on an upward trend in the early
1990s.

Social Background of Participants

In collective actions, people are probably the most fundamental
resources to be mobilized. People with similar socio-demographic
background are more likely to have similar social situation and
grievances. Such social cleavage constitutes the underlying condi-
tion for the sense of solidarity and collective identity that are
indispensable to any collective struggle. Some social cleavages are
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Figure 17 Trends of Participation of Labour Union, Political,
Community and Student Group as Claim-making Party,

1987-1995
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based on established divisions, such as union vs. boss and people
vs. state. People within the same category can be easily mobilized
to advance their interests collectively. Some cleavages are based
on less-defined and less-articulated divisions, such as age, sex and
life style. These quasi-groups have socially recognized distinc-
tions but, generally, have no established organization to represent
them in conflict. Without collective identity, discontented persons
may just voice their grievance or advance their interests individu-
ally but not expend their resources in participating in a collection
action. How to mobilize these quasi-groups into self-conscious
contending groups is an important issue in every social conflict. It
is assumed that the homogeneity of members in a social category
and its degree of organization are conducive to group solidarity
and, thus, facilitate the mobilization of resources. This section
focusses on the socio-occupational and organizational back-
grounds of the initiators and the participants.
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[nitiators

Table 33 gives the distribution of the major socio-occupational
background of the individual initiators. Social conflicts initiated
by named associations were excluded from this section’s analysis.
[t is very clear that members of the representative institutions,
namely, the Legco, the municipal councils and the DBs, stood out
as the most active category. They made up 23.7 per cent of all the
identifiable individual initiators. Following them were produc-
tion workers and transport equipment operators. This group of
manual workers constituted 15.4 per cent of our account of initia-
tors. Students came third and took up another 12.6 per cent of the
total record. The trends of the participation of these three groups
of persons are presented in Figure 18. Except for the rises in the
participation of members of representative institutions in 1988
and 1994, their overall patterns were quite similar. Significant
increases were found in 1989 and 1992, while the major decrease
was met in 1990.

Government officials and foreign citizens, such as Vietnamese
boat people, each accounted for 6 to 7 per cent of the total number
of individual initiators. The participation of government official
was more common in recent years. Nearly half (48.5 per cent) of
their involvement took place in 1994 and 1995. The participation
of foreign citizens shot up in 1989 and made up 48.3 per cent of
their total engagement.

The involvement of teachers, businessmen, professional
workers as well as journalists as individual initiators was not
common. They each took up only 3 to 5 per cent of the total
account.

In many societies, liberal intellectuals have often been a lead-
ing force in social reforms and social movements. The case in
Hong Kong was considerably different. The overall involvement
of intellectuals, writers, artists and musicians as individual initia-
tors of social contention was absolutely negligible.
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Figure 18  Trends of Participation of Members of Representative
Institutions, Production Workers and Students
as Initiators, 1987-1995
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Over the years under study, only two initiators whose salient
social status was ethnic minority were reported in 1992. No event
was found to be initiated by administrative workers, managerial
workers, the police or the military.

Table 34 presents the major organizational background of
both individual initiators and group initiators. Of all, only a mi-
nuscule number of events was identified as having no initiator.
Events with insufficient information amounted to 19.8 per cent of
the total record.

As expected, political groups and pressure groups were most
active in organizing collective actions. About a quarter of all the
recorded social conflicts were backed by them. Labour unions and
professional groups also played a prominent role. About 22.6 per
cent of our account of contentious events were identified as initi-
ated by persons or groups of such nature. Residential groups and
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community groups were the third largest category and tookup 9.2
per cent of the conflict events reported. Figure 19 follows their
trends from 1987 to 1995. Conflicts initiated by labour unions and
student associations both reached their peak in 1989. Collective
actions organized by political groups or pressure groups were
rather infrequent before 1989. This kind of events rose signifi-
cantly in 1989, decreased slowly in 1990 and 1991, then witnessed
its peak in 1994.

Other organizations, such as trade associations, teacher asso-
ciations, religious associations, consumer associations and inter-
national associations, were of lesser importance in this respect. It
should be noted that about one-tenth of all the recorded conflicts
were identified as initiated by persons or groups of a mixture of
organizational background.

Participants

Tables 35 to 37 summarize the background of the participants
with respect to their occupation, industry and organizational affil-
iation. It is obvious that we can only get a glimpse of the picture by
means of newspaper reports. As shown in the tables, the propor-
tion of events with insufficient information ranges from one-sixth
(15.8 per cent for organizational background) to one-third (30.9
per cent for occupation and 31.2 per cent for industry) of all the
recorded social conflicts.

According to the available data, participants in many collec-
tive actions came from different occupations, industries or organi-
zations. The respective proportions were 25.8, 27.3 and 30.5 per
cent. We observed that such situation was particularly more pre-
vailing after 1989 and 1990. It suggests that the social background
of social conflict participants was getting more heterogeneous in
the 1990s.

Some categories of people were found to be more actively
involved in collective contentions. In regard to occupation, pro-
duction workers, students and government officials tended. to
participate more often in social actions. They each made up 6.5, 6.1
and 5.9 per cent, respectively, of our account of social conflict
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Table34 Major Organizational Background of Initiators, 1987-1995 (%)

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995  Total

1987

0.4
0.7
25

0.7 0.0

0.2
0.7

0.0
0.0

0.3

0.6
0.0
3.7

25.5

0.4
0.4

2.1

0.9
0.9
1.9

26.4

0.7

No initiator

0.0
2.8
20.7

1.0
1.2

17.8

1.7
3.9

21.5

2.7

Primary sector association

Trade association

1.0
25.1

1.9
18.0

5.0
23.0

22,6

25.1

Labour union, professional group

Teacher association

1.1
5.8
24
0.6
9.2
0.8
24.6

0.6
3.6

0.8

0.0
4.5

1.0
2.9
0.7
0.7
10.3

2.4
52

2.0
5.6

2.5

0.4
59

4.1

1.3
9.1

0.9

1.3
7.0
33
1.3
3.7
5.0

10.0

8.1

Student association

1.7
0.0
7.4
0.2
364

1.9
0.6

11.0

3.6

0.6
5.9
0.2

24.6

1.9

0.3
10.9

Religious association
Welfare association
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0.3

0.6

1.0
9.2

6.6

0.0
30.1

9.2
0.6

21.8

1

Residential/Community group

Consumer group

0.0
315

1.3
27.1

0.6
20.2

0.3
14.3

Political/Pressure group

0.3

0.6

12.7
213

1.0
10.4

0.2

8.1
17.7

0.0
10.0

03

0.0
84

20.2

0.4
6.1

0.0
7.5
25.8

0.3
12.7

International organization

9.3

9.5
20.7

Mixture of organization

Unknown

17.6 19.8
(3,661)

20.6
(462)

202
(525)

14.0

(404) (362)

(419)

(358)

(509)

(322)

(300)

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Note:
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Figure 19  Trends of Participation of Labour Union, Political and
Student Group as Initiators, 1987-1995
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Political group == = = - Labour union = = =~ - - Student groupJ

events (see Table 35). The trends of their participation are given in
Figure 20. While the largest numbers of collective actions with
production workers and students as major participants were re-
corded in 1989, action with government officials was seen in 1993.
After 1989, the number of social conflicts with substantial partici-
pation from students was obviously on a downward trend.

With respect to industry, people from the service industry and
the transport, storage, and communication industry stood out to
be the most active categories. About 14.9 per cent of the recorded
social conflict events were joined mostly by workers from the
community, social and personal service sectors, and 7 per cent
from the transport, storage and communication sector (see Table
36). As shown in Figure 21, their participation in collective conten-
tions also peaked in 1989 and 1990. Social conflicts with workers
from other single industry as primary participants were rather
infrequent.
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Table 37 shows the major organizational background of the
social conflict participants. Apparently, people from labour
unions, professional groups, political groups and pressure groups
were particularly active in social conflict events. Of all our account
of collective contentions, 18.1 per cent were taken up mainly by
people from labour unions and professional groups, while an-
other 14.2 per cent by those from political groups and pressure
groups. Residential and community groups came third and made
up 5.1 per cent of our collection of social conflicts. Figure 22
portrays the trends of their engagement in conflict events. Collec-
tive actions taken up mainly by residential and community group
members have been on slow decline since 1987. Those joined
largely by labour union members and professional group mem-
bers reached their peak in 1989. Except for a second rise in 1993,
this kind of conflict remained at a rather stable level throughout
the period under study. The participation of political group mem-
bers and pressure group members in social conflicts was signifi-
cantly different from other social categories. While social conflicts
involving predominantly other social categories generally under-
went a decline in recent years, those engaging mainly political
group members have experienced a steady rise since 1990. As a
matter of fact, this was in line with the salient development of
political parties in the early 1990s.

If we confine our analysis to the participation of the three
most active groups (i.e., production workers, students and gov-
ernment officials) in the five most frequent conflict issues (i.e.,
labour and employment, civil rights and liberties, housing, poli-
tics and government, and transport), the inter-group differences
are notably obvious. Social conflicts joined mainly by production
workers were more likely to focus on labour and employment
issues and transport issues. Students were more inclined to partic-
ipate in conflicts related to civil rights and liberties. They were
also more willing to take part in collective action of a political and
government nature than production workers and government of-
ficials. The labour and employment issue was noted to be the only

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995 89

Figure 22  Trends of Participation by Labour Unions, Political and
Residential Groups, 1987-1995
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cause for the collective participation of government officials (see
Table 38).

Involvement of Members of Representative Institutions

Members of representative institutions, i.e., the Legco, the Urbco,
the Regco and the DBs, may be involved in social conflict as
partisans of the claim-making party, mediators between the con-
tending parties, or representatives of the target party. This section
only takes into account their involvement as initiators or partici-
pants of the claim-making party. Regardless of other possible
contributions, the sheer participation of these political leaders
helps raise the attention of the media and the general public as
well as the responsiveness of the target party.
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Major Organizational Background of Participants, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 37

Total

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994

1987

1995

23.0 229 332 36.0 329 31.0 38.1 35.1 305

20.3

No distinct background

0.6
1.1
18.1

0.0

1.0

0.5
12.1

0.7

0.0
0.9

0.8

0.0
2.9
18.1

0.6

0.6
0.6

24.2

2.0

0.7
21.7

Primary sector association

Trade association
Labour union,

1.4
13.3

0.2
21.0

2.0

16.8

0.2
21.7

14.7

professional group

1.0
4.7

0.6
3.0
0.6
03

0.0
2.7
0.5

1.0
3.1

1.9
4.5

1.7
53

0.4
4.3

1.1

0.9
6.5

1.3
5.0

2.7

Teacher association

7.4
2.5

Student association

Sacial Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995

1.6
03

0.5

1.5

0.2
5.0
1.5

162

1.7
0.3

29

1.2
0.0
9.6

0.3
10.2

Religious association
Welfare association

0.0
2.5

0.0

0.4
4.1

0.4
53
0.0
154

1.0
12.7

5.1

22
0.3

21.0

29

4.5

Residential/Community group

Consumer group

0.7
14.2

0.2
17.8

0.0
17.2

0.0
13.1

0.4
8.4
0.0
5.7

19.1

4.0

6.7

Political/Pressure group

0.2

0.6
10.2

0.7

0.0
5.0

17.4
(419)

0.0
58

14.7
(462)

0.3

0.4
5.3

16.8

0.0

6.5
16.1

0.3

International organization

6.2

6.2
17.6

4.7
12.8

7.3
143

Mixture of organizations

Unknown

15.8
(3,661)

11.6

(362)

(404)

(322) (525) (509) (358)

(300)

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Note:
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Table 38  Major Issues in Contention by Active Social Groups (%)
Production Students Government
workers officials
Civil rights 0.0 65.5 0.5
Housing 0.5 0.0 1.0
Labour and employment 57.6 8.6 91.8
Politics and government 2.3 25.0 5.1
Transport 39.6 0.9 1S5
M) (217) (116) (195)

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100 becuase of rounding.

The proportion of events with insufficient information on the
involvement of members of different representative institutions
ranged from 8.7 per cent (Urbco) to 10.6 per cent (DBs). Table 39
gives the proportions of social conflict events with the involve-
ment of these political leaders. It is obvious that members of the
municipal councils rarely engaged themselves in social conflicts.
Legco members were more active in this respect than DB mem-
bers. Besides, their trends of development were utterly different.
As shown in Figure 23, with the introduction of direct election to
the Legco in 1991, the number of social conflict events reported to
have the support of Legco members rose significantly. As a matter
of fact, most of the elected Legco members of the democratic camp
came from grassroots organizations and had to maintain their
political capital by playing the role of protest action leader. On the
contrary, except for a rise in 1988, the participation of DB mem-
bers in collective contentions was on a declining trend. To what
extent such difference is subjected to the imbalance and incom-
plete newspaper reporting remains to be examined.
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Table 39 Conflict Events with Involvement of Members of
Representative Institutions, 1987-1995 (%)

1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 Total

Legco 30 37 15 12 31 97 86 57 88 50
Urbco 03 09 02 00 03 02 07 00 00 03
Regco 03 12 00 04 00 00 12 00 00 03
DB 43 87 38 33 36 28 24 07 03 32

Figure 23  Trends of Participation by Legco Members and
DB Members, 1987-1995
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Target Party

For a social conflict to occur, certain real organization(s) or people
outside the claim-making party must be held responsible for the
perceived grievance. We name this group target party of the social
conflict event. The claim-making party believes that, should the
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target party be responsive, its grievances could be redressed or its
interests be advanced. In this study, we recorded up to two target
parties per each conflict event. Of all the 3,661 events, a total of
3,789 target parties was identified.

As shown in Table 40, most social conflicts involved the state,
either as a party to conflict or as an object of claims. The Hong
Kong government per se and its administrative departments made
up 63.9 per cent of all the recorded target parties. It was found that
the government councils, i.e., the Exco, Legco, Urbco, Regco and
DBs, had not been a major conflict target. They together consti-
tuted only 1.3 per cent of the total.

The Chinese government, together with its NCNA, was an-
other focus of conflicting aims. From 1987 to 1995, about one-
eighth of all collective contentions were directed towards the
Chinese government.

Employers and manufacturers came third, taking up only 5.2
per cent of the total record. Other local public institutions, transi-
tion-related official organizations (such as the Basic Law Drafting
Committee, the Basic Law Consultative Committee, the Prelimi-~
nary Working Committee and the Preparatory Committee for the
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region), as well as other over-
seas polities and organizations were of lesser importance in this
respect. They each only made up 2 to 3 per cent of our account of
target parties.

Figure 24 highlights the trend of the two major targets of
social conflicts. The involvement of the Hong Kong government
remained at a high level. Incidents of collective actions with the
local government as target rose in 1990 and peaked in 1992. The
years 1994 and 1995 saw a slow downward trend. Before 1989,
social conflicts targeted the Chinese government were generally
non-existent. This kind of contentions shot up in 1989 and de-
clined gradually to another nadir in 1992. It then rose considerably
in 1994, the year in which a 12-year sentence was passed upon Xi
Yang, a Hong Kong journalist, after a secret trial in Beijing on
charges of spying and stealing state secrets; and local journalists
were then refused entry into China.
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Target Party of Social Conflict Events, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 40

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995  Total
76.2

1987

61.0 70.7 819 713 499 532 63.9

41.8

82.0

Hong Kong government

1.3
2.6

12.8

2.1

4.9

0.7
3.3
6.5

0.2

0.3

0.2

1.3
33

1.2
1.5
1.8

1.0

0.3
2.6

Government councils ®

2.1
11.9

4.4
20.2

1.9 1.3
13.9 5.4

3.8
14.6

Other public institution

28.8

New China News Agency (Hong

Kong Branch), Chinese government

44 0.0 0.0 1.6 1.2 1.3 2.0

22

6.8

0.3

Transition-related official

organization @
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Figure 24  Trends of Involvement of Hong Kong and Chinese
Government as Conflict Target, 1987-1995
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Third Party

A third party in a social conflict is always perceived as a neutral
arbitrator. It plays an intermediary role in mediating between the
contending parties. Its intercession can help mitigate the escala-
tion of conflict and hasten the resolution of conflict. In the present
study, we recorded up to two third parties per each event. Neither
the involvement of police in regulating or pacifying a social con-
flict nor the mass medjia in publicizing the event are classified as a
third party. The involvement of a third party in social conflicts
was rather infrequent. Altogether, a total of 582 third parties was
identified from all the recorded social conflict events, with their
distribution shown in Table 41. In the 1980s, it was more common
for people to file their complaints with government councils than
with other institutions. In recent years, their relative importance
in reconciling public grievances declined considerably.
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Third Party to Social Conflict Events, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 41

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 Total

1987

62 123 241 140 200 155 147 162 156
63.8 294 351

84.0

14.0

Hong Kong government

66.2

593 814 743

64.6

74.4

Government councils @

34 59 2.7 2.1
0.0

0.0

14
0.0

2.8 2.3

12 0.0

3.7

12
0.0

Other public institution

1.0

8.1

0.0

0.0

0.0

New China News Agency (Hong

Kong Branch), Chinese government

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0 0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Transition-related official

organization @
Organization in China
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0.0 2.7 0.3

0.0

0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0

0.0

0.9
0.0

0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
4.9

L3y

0.0 -
Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

0.0
35

2.7 0.5

0.0

1.7
1.7

13.8
(38)

1.5

4.6
16.9

Employer, manufacturer

5.4 3.1

27.0

2.9
47.1

14

2.9
(70)

6.5

Overseas polity, organization ®

Others @

112
(582)

2.3
43)

6.5
(108)

7.0
(86)

G

G4

(65)

Notes:

, OMELCO, Legco, Urbco, Regco and DBs.

(2) Includes Basic Law Drafting Committee
(3) Includes British government.

(1) Includes Exco

, Basic Law Consultative Committee, PWC and PC.

(4) Includes Consumer Council.
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It is obvious that the state was also regarded by the public as
the primary arbitrator of social conflicts. It made up the absolute
majority of all the recorded third parties. However, the relative
importance of the government per se and of its councils in mediat-
ing social conflicts was completely reversed when compared with
that as a conflict target. The respective proportions of the govern-
ment per se and the government councils as a third party to collec-
tive contentions were 15.6 per cent and 66.2 per cent. All other
institutions, within or outside Hong Kong, were of negligible
importance.

Outcome

Bearing in mind the practical necessity to demarcate the termina-

tion of every collective action and the limitation of using newspa-

per reports as the primary data source, we recorded only the
outcomes covered by the press in the course or in the immediate
or intermediate aftermath of the conflict event.

The distributive aspect of conflict outcome is classified from
the standpoint of the claim-making party into the following three
categories:

1. Unsuccessful: the claim-making party aims to change the sta-
tus quo but the outcome is similar to the situation before the
conflict erupted.

2. Partial success: the claim-making party aims to change the
status quo and the outcome is a compromise between the goals
of the contending parties, for example, mutual concession,
trade off.

3. Successful: the claim-making party aims to change the status
quo and succeeds in gaining most or all of that sought from
the target party.

In addition to the distributive aspect, we also try to record the
political outcome of social conflicts by taking down the govern-
mental responses and political consequences. We have only con-
fined the analysis of political outcome to the social conflicts which
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targeted the Hong Kong government and have excluded those
targeted the Chinese government or involving it as the third party
as well as those directed at overseas polities.

The results shown in Tables 42 to 44 indicate clearly that the
attempt to gather information on social conflict outcome from
newspaper reports is practically futile. The proportion of events
with insufficient information ranges from 60.4 per cent (govern-
mental response) to 98.3 per cent (political consequence).”’ None-
theless, based on the limited available data, it could be observed
that the proportion of unsuccessful collective contention was
larger than that of successful ones (7.2 per cent vs. 1.3 per cent).

Concluding Remarks

People participate in social conflicts when they believe such acts
of civil disobedience are justifiable on normative or utilitarian
grounds, their goals are fully or partially attainable, and their
participation will pay off. The reasons, the ways and the outcomes
of social conflicts are conditioned by the socio-economic and polit-
ical situation of the society as well as the relative capacity and
orientation of contending parties. The occurrence of socially ac-
cepted conflicts in turn empowers the civil society by providing
an opportunity of collective experience and learning, by strength-
ening people’s sense of collective identity and efficacy and, conse-
quently, by altering the structure of social and political power.

Hong Kong people are known for their political alienation,
apathy and self-perceived powerlessnes. The partial democratiza-
tion of the government, together with its relative permissivesness
regarding non-violent collective contentions, has nonetheless
brought about some changes in people’s perception of and pro-
pensity to participating in social conflicts. They tend to deem
collective action as an effective means to articulate their interests,”
and they are also quite ready to take part in these non-institution-
alized actions.”

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995

Immediate Outcome, 1987-1995 (%)

Table 42

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995  Total

1987

7.2
24

13.8

16.6

3.8
2.9

1.7

3.5

9.2
0.8

4.0 34 8.1
1.5

22

57
33

Unsuccessful

33

4.5

0.6

Partial realization of objective,

demand partially fulfilled

Successful

1.3

89.1
(3,661)

1.1
81.8

2.2
76.7

2.1
91.2

0.6
942

1.1

88.8

1.2
90.2

0.2

1.9
91.9

1.3
89.7

94.9
(525)

Unknown, indeterminate

(358) (462) (419) (404) (362)

(509)

(322)

(300)

Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Note:

9%
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The present study has attempted to inventory the everyday
social conflicts occurring during the period of 1987 to 1995 and to
examine the ways people used to protect or forward their collec-
tive interests. A total of 3,661 social conflict events was recorded.
The major pattern and changes are summarized in the following
observations.

The frequency of collective contentions peaked in 1989 and
declined gradually in the 1990s. Most of these recorded social
conflicts were of short duration, initiated by named groups in-
stead of individual persons, engaged neither allies nor antagonist
parties and of limited number of participants. The majority of
conflict actions was decorous and bounded by mutually-agreed-
upon principles. Occurrence of violence was extremely rare, and
governmental repression rather self-controlled. None of the re-
corded events resulted in fatalities and only a negligible propor-
tion of people was injured or arrested.

Most social conflicts involved the state, either as an object of
claims, a party to conflict, or a conflict arbitrator. Citizenship
became an accepted basis for making claims on the government.
Since 1989 onwards, the Chinese government, which had “partic-
ipated” in social conflicts mainly as the absent object of people’s
grievances and demands, had risen from an insignificant to a
dominant position.

The past decade saw an expanding zone of conflicts, involv-
ing more and more social groups of various natures and individu-
als from different walks of life. Among these social groups, labour
unions, political and pressure groups were the most active in
organizing collective action. Student associations, residential and
community groups also played a role in this respect. The social
base of collective contention was getting broader and more heter-
ogeneous. Participants in many conflict events came from differ-
ent occupations, industries or organizations. In general,
production workers, students, civil servants and people with
union or political party affiliation tended to be involved more
often in collective action. It is obvious that the most deprived or
the objectively disadvantaged people, such as the least-educated
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women and the elderly who were cast off the labour market
during the process of de-industrialization, were not the most ac-
tive participants in social conflicts. While collective contentions
joined predominantly by other social categories generally under-
went a decline in recent years, those engaged mainly by political
group members had experienced a steady increase since 1990. The
introduction of direct election to the Legco in 1991 brought a great
leap in the engagement of Legco members in social conflicts.
Issues underlying social conflict can be conceptually divided
into two broad kinds: consensual and dissensual. Consensual con-
flict exists when the distribution of desired, scarce resources is
regarded as unsatisfactory or unjust to one party and its relation-
ship with the target party is perceived to be of a zero-sum nature.
Dissensual conflict arises when the conflicting parties have in-
compatible beliefs, values or norms and when one party is so
convinced of the importance of its views or values that it wishes
the target party to consent. Social conflicts during the period
under study developed along both lines of conflicts. Among the
five most frequent conflicting issues, contentions of a labour,
housing and transport nature were consensual conflicts with basi-
cally a sectorial scope. Their goals and demands were mostly
instrumental and tangible, such as relief, remedy and improve-
ment in life and living standards. They were taken up largely by
specific sectors of population concerned, such as labour union and
professional group members, production workers, civil servants
and public housing residents. These conflicts saw a fluctuating
trend but experienced no long-term decisive decline in recent
years. Contentions of a civil rights and political nature, on the
contrary, were dissensual conflicts with an outside-Hong Kong or
a territory-wide scope. They were engaged mainly by students
and political group members. Civil rights-related conflicts sprung
up in 1989 and targeted primarily the Chinese government while
political conflicts were augmented by the release of concerned
proposals or policies on political reform. Both types of conflicts
were fundamentally situational, defensive and reform-oriented,
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but not revolutionary. Yet, they all witnessed a significant fall in
the early 1990s.

The development of mass politics has changed the structure
of power and altered the relationship between power-holders and
ordinary people. People are prone to defend or to advance the
interests of their own collectively. However, the rise and fall of
collective contentions were caused more by the mobilization
power of indigenous interest organizations, the internal political
opportunity structure as well as the external forces of the Chinese
government than by people’s grievances and frustration. Consen-
sus conflicts were usually deescalated through bureaucratic insti-
tutionalization of concessions to claim-making groups and thus
furnished resource bases for future conflicts of a similar nature.
Dissensus conflicts that mainly struggled for democracy were
stimulated by the colonial government, thwarted by the over-
whelming Chinese government, failed to broaden their popular
support and were set on a downward trend.

The process of decolonization has generated new sources of
conflicts as well as opened up new political opportunities for the
general public and political activists. Despite the promise of the
Chinese government to maintain the original social structure and
lifestyle of Hong Kong for 50 years after the regime transfer, the
post-1997 socio-economic and political environment as well as the
ethos of the Hong Kong people and the power-holders would
undoubtedly be different from that of the transitional period. The
impact of these changes on the settings, sources, bases and modes
of social conflicts has yet to be examined.

Notes

1. R. Dahrendorf, The Modern Social Conflict: An Essay on the Politics
of Liberty (London: George Weidenfeld and Nicolson Limited,
1988), pp. x-xi.

2. H. Eckstein and T.R. Gurr, Patterns of Authority (New York:
Wiley, 1975), p. 452.

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995 105

3. - See].S. Hoadley, “Hong Kong is the Lifeboat: Notes on Political

" Culture and Socialization,” Journal of Oriental Studies, Vol. 8
(1970), pp. 206-18; J. Rear, “One Brand of Politics,” in K. Hopkins
(ed.), Hong Kong: The Industrial Colony (Hong Kong: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1971), pp. 55-140; A.Y.C. King, “Administrative
Absorption of Politics in Hong Kong,” in A.Y.C. King and R.P.L.
Lee (eds), Social Life and Development in Hong Kong (Hong Kong:
The Chinese University Press, 1981); H.C. Kuan, “Political Stabil-
ity and Change in Hong Kong,” in T.B. Lin, RP.L. Lee and U.
Simonis (eds), Hong Kong: Economic, Social and Political Studies in
Development (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1979); Lau Siu-kai, Society
and Politics in Hong Kong (Hong Kong: The Chinese University
Press, 1981); Lau Siu-kai and Kuan Hsin-chi, The Ethos of the Hong
Kong Chinese (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 1988);
Tan Scott, Political Change and the Crisis of Legitimacy in Hong Kong
(Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1989); T.W.P. Wong and
T.L. Lui, From One Brand of Politics to One Brand of Political Culture
(Hong Kong: Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies, The
Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1992); and B.K.P. Leung, Per-
spective on Hong Kong Society (Hong Kong: Oxford University
Press, 1996).

4. On industrial conflict and strike, see J. England and J. Rear,
Chinese Labour under British Rule (Hong Kong: Oxford University
Press, 1975); ]. England, Industrial Relations and Law in Hong Kong
(Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1989); and Stephen Chiu,
“Strikes in Hong Kong: A Sociological Study” (M. Phil. Thesis,
University of Hong Kong, 1987).

On labour movement, see H.A. Turner et al., The Last Colony: But
Whose? A Study of the Labour Movement and Labour Relations in
Hong Kong (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980); Y.C.
Jao, D.A. Levin and E. Sinn, Labour Movement in a Changing
Society: The Experience of Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Centre of Asian
Studies, University of Hong Kong, 1988); BX.P. Leung and Ste-
phen Chiu, A Social History of Industrial Strikes and the Labour
Movement in Hong Kong, 1946-1989 (Hong Kong: Social Sciences
Research Centre, University of Hong Kong, 1991).

On urban movement, see T.L. Lui, “Urban Protest in Hong
Kong” (M. Phil. Thesis, University of Hong Kong, 1984), “Pres-
sure Group Politics and Political Participation,” in J. Cheng (ed.),
Hong Kong in the Transitional Period (Hong Kong: Joint Publica-



106

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995

tions, 1989), “Two Logics of Community Politics,” in S.K. Lau
and K.S. Louie (eds), Hong Kong Tried Democracy (Hong Kong:
Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies, The Chinese Uni-
versity of Hong Kong, 1993); T.L. Lui and J.K.S. Kung, City Un-
limited: Housing Protests and Urban Politics in Hong Kong (Hong
Kong: Wide Angles Publications, 1985); and A. So and L. Kwitko,
“The Transformation of Urban Movements in Hong Kong, 1970-
90,” Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, Vol. 24, No. 4 (1992), pp.
32-43.

On rural conflict, see Stephen Chiu and Ho-fung Hung, The
Colonial State and Rural Stability in Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Hong
Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies, The Chinese University of
Hong Kong, 1997); Lam-yan Chau and Siu-kai Lau, “Develop-
ment, Colonial Rule, and Intergroup Conflict in a Chinese Village
in Hong Kong,” Human Organization, Vol. 41, No. 2 (1982), pp.
139-46; Maurice Freedman, “Shift of Power in the Hong Kong
New Territories,” Journal of Asian and African Studies, Vol. 1
(1966), pp. 3-12; Judith Strauch, “Middle Peasants and Market
Gardeners, the Social Context of the “Vegetable Revolution’ in a
Small Agricultural Community in New Territories, Hong Kong,”
in David Faure et al. (eds), From Village to City: Studies in the
Traditional Roots of Hong Kong Society (Hong Kong: Centre of
Asian Studies, University of Hong Kong, 1984).

On student movement, see Y.W. Fung, “Some Contributory Fac-
tors to Student Movements in Hong Kong,” Asian Quarterly,
(1973), pp. 287-311; and B.K.P. Leung, Social Movement as Cogni-
tive Praxis: The Case of the Student and Labour Movements in Hong
Kong (Hong Kong: Social Sciences Research Centre, University of
Hong Kong, 1992).

On social movement, see T.L. Lui and Stephen Chiu, “Changing
Political Opportunity and the Shaping of Collective Action: So-
cial Movements in Hong Kong,” paper presented at the Interna-
tional Workshop on Hong Kong: Polity, Society, and Economy
under Colonial Rule, Sinological Institute, Leiden University,
The Netherland, 22-24 August 1996, “The Structure of Social
Movements in Contemporary Hong Kong,” forthcoming; and
Stephen Chiu and T.L. Lui (eds), Social Movements in Hong Kong
(Armonk: MLE. Sharpe, forthcoming).

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995 107

10.

On democratic movement, see J.Y.S. Cheng, “The Democratic
Movement in Hong Kong,” International Affairs, Vol. 65, No. 3
(1989), pp. 443-62; A.B.L.Cheung, Democracy and the Democratic
Movement in Hong Kong: Origin and Prospects (Norwich: Centre
for Public Choice Studies, University of East Anglia, 1991); ].C.Y.
Lee, “Transition to Communist Rule: The Limits of Democratic
Movement in Hong Kong: 1984-90,” Politics, Administration and
Change, Vol. 17 (1991), pp. 1-23; and M. Sing, “The Democracy
Movement in Hong Kong, 1986-1990” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Ox-
ford University, 1993).

On collective violence, see J. Cooper, Colony in Conflict: The Hong
Kong Disturbances May 1967-January 1968 (Hong Kong: Swindon
Book Company, 1970); B.K.P. Leung, “Social Inequality and In-
surgency in Hong Kong,” in BK.P. Leung and T.Y.C. Wong
(eds), 25 Years of Social and Economic Development in Hong Kong
(Hong Kong: Centre of Asian Studies, University of Hong Kong,
1994), pp. 177-96, and “Collective Violence: A Social-structural
Analysis,” in BX.P. Leung (ed.), Social Issues in Hong Kong (Hong
Kong: Oxford University Press, 1990), pp. 143-63.

On environmental protection, see Arnon Bar On and H.5. Ng,
“Dream and Reality: Case Studies in Urban Grassroots Environ-
mental Protection in Hong Kong's Philistine Society,” Hong Kong
Journal of Social Work, Vol. 28, No. 1 (1994), pp. 52-61.

Anthony Bing-leung Cheung and Kin-sheun Louie, Social Con-
flicts in Hong Kong, 1975-1986: Trend and Implication (Hong Kong:
Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies, The Chinese Uni-
versity of Hong Kong, 1991).

A. Rapoport, Fights, Games, and Debates (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1960), p. 12.

See L.F. Richardson, Statistics of Deadly Quarrels (Pittsburgh: Box-
wood Press, 1960); P.A. Sorokin, The Sociology of Revolution (Phil-
adelphia: Lippincott, 1925); and Q. Wright, A Study of War
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965).

L.A. Coser, Continuities in the Study of Social Conflict (New York:
Free Press, 1967), p. 232.

K.E. Boulding, Conflict and Defense: A General Theory (New York:
Harper, 1962), p. 5.

J.S. Himes, Conflict and Conflict Management (Athens: University
of Georgia Press, 1980), p. 14.



108

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995

Hubert M. Blalock, Power and Conflict: Toward a General Theory
(Newbury Park: Sage Publications. 1989), p. 7.

Ted Robert Gurr, Handbook of Political Conflict (New York: The
Free Press, 1980), p. 1.

See C. Tilly, From Mobilization to Revolution (Reading, Mass.: Ad-
dison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1978), pp. 247-52; RW.
Mack and R.C. Snyder, “The Analysis of Social Conflict: Toward
an Overview and Synthesis,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 1
(1957), pp. 218-19; Gurr, Handbook of Political Conflict, p- 2.
Operationalizations of different aspects of a social conflict event
are given in the respective sections.

The major journalistic appeal of Ming Pao Daily News is informa-
tive and articulate. It provides a relatively large coverage of local
news. On newspaper’s credibility, it ranked top by the general
public in 1996 and ranked third by local journalists in 1990. See
U-Beat Magazine, Vol. 11 (1996), p. 22; and J.M. Chan, P.5.N. Lee
and C.C. Lee, Hong Kong Journalists in Transition (Hong Kong:
Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies, The Chinese Uni-
versity of Hong Kong, 1996).

This set of newspaper clippings came from seven major Chinese
Hong Kong dailies, namely, the Hong Kong Economic Journal,
Hong Kong Economic Times, Ming Pao Daily News, Oriental Daily
News, Ta Kung Pao, Wah Kiu Yat Pao and Wen Wei Po, and two
English dailies, namely, The Hong Kong Standard and South China
Morning Post.

If two or more simultaneous conflict actions occur in the same
place(s) aiming at the same issue in contention with basically the
same participants, these actions are counted as one event. If two
or more conflict actions can be traced as the development of a
specific conflict, i.e., with the same objective and basically the
same participants, they are also counted as one event.

See Cheung and Louie, Social Conflicts in Hong Kong, 1975-1986,
pp- 9-10. Although their study and the present study adopt sim-
ilar research method and data sources, the two data sets are not
entirely comparable. The fundamental difference comes from the
operational definition of social conflict. While Cheung and Louie
include the articulation of identifiable claims or demands in their
definition, we leave this attribute out. However, our data set
indicates that only 0.2 per cent of the recorded events can be
regarded as apparently random, such as tension-releasing, play-

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995 109

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

ful, and 0.1 per cent aimed to damage specific object without an
attempt to maintain control. In other words, the absolute major-
ity of our recorded social conflicts had identifiable claims or
demands (see the section on major objective for further details).
In Cheung and Louie’s study, only 136 cases were reported in
1986. Our study recorded 300 cases in 1987, an inconceivable
increase of 120.6 per cent. The major reason for this increase —
discrepancy in the definition of social conflict, actual increase of
social conflicts, increased newspaper reporting, or underreport-
ing in Cheung and Louie’s study — is yet to be examined.

That is to say, repressive force is always applied in proportion to
the violation of proscription. People who commit an unautho-’
rized act suffer punitive sanction, and its severity hinges upon
the seriousness of the act.

See Census and Statistics Department, 1996 Population By-census:
Summary Result (Hong Kong: Government Printer, 1996), pp.
28-29, 32.

See Census and Statistics Department, 1996 Population By-census:
Summary Result, p. 41.

The review of developments in representative government took
place in 1987. The 1988 White Paper proposed some directly-
elected seats in the Legco. Opinion was divided as to the pace of
democratization. The British government took up the matter in
rounds of negotiation with the Chinese government in late 1989
and early 1990. The British government confirmed in February
1990 that the Legco would have 18 directly-elected seats in 1991
and at least 20 in 1995. The Chinese government agreed in April
1990 to increase the number of directly-elected seats for the first
legislature of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
from 15 to 20.

Governor Patten set out the proposals for political development
in the years up to 1997 in his inaugural address to the Legco in
October 1992 that aimed to “look for other ways of extending
democratic participation, in conformity with the terms of the
Basic Law.” See Hong Kong Government, Representative Govern-
ment in Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Government Printer, 1994), p. 9.
There were then heated debates between the Chinese and the
British governments as well as wide-ranging discussions in the
community.



110

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.
30.

31.

Social Conflicts in Hong Kong: 1987-1995

See Lau Siu-kai, Lee Ming-kwan, Wan Po-san and Wong Siu-lun
(eds), Indicators of Social Development: Hong Kong 1988 (Hong
Kong: Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies, 1991), Indica-
tors of Social Development: Hong Kong 1990 (Hong Kong: Hong
Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies, 1992), and Indicators of
Social Development: Hong Kong 1993 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong
Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies, 1995), Indicators of Social Develop-
ment: Hong Kong 1995 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Institute of Asia-
Pacific Studies, 1997) for details on that series of biennial
territory-wide surveys.

Most of them aimed at pressing for the right of abode in the
United Kingdom for the 3.25 million British Dependent Territory
citizens in Hong Kong.

Many of them were related to the draft Basic Law which came
out in 1988.

Kowloon Disturbances 1966: Report of Commission of Inquiry (Hong
Kong: Government Printer, 1967), p. 129.

Standing Committee on Pressure Groups, Report from the Stand-
ing Committee on Pressure Groups (Hong Kong: Government
Printer, 1981).

See J. Lofland, Protest: Studies of Collective Behaviour and Social
Movement (New Brunswick: Transaction Book, 1985) for his elab-
oration on the distinction among persuasive and polite action,
irreverent protest action and destructive violent action.

Includes “not applicable” cases.

In the 1991 social indicators survey, respondents were asked: “If
people can unite to voice their opinion, they can influence gov-
ernment policies.” About 59.8 per cent agreed, only 17 per cent
thought otherwise. See Hsiao Hsin-huang and Wan Po-san, “The
Confidence Gap in Public Sphere,” in Lau Siu-kai, Wan Po-san,
Lee Ming-kwan and Wong Siu-lun (eds), New Frontiers of Social
Indicators Research in Chinese Societies (Hong Kong: Hong Kong
Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies, The Chinese University of Hong
Kong, 1996), p. 294.

In the 1993 social indicators survey, we asked the respondents
whether they would be afraid of getting into trouble affecting
themselves if they participated in protest action against the gov-
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Social Conflicts in Hong Kong
1987-1995

Abstract

This study attempts to inventory the everyday social conflicts
occurring between 1 January 1987 and 31 December 1995. A total
of 3,661 social conflict events was recorded.

Most of the recorded social conflicts were of short duration,
initiated by named groups, engaged neither allies nor antagonist
parties, and limited in the number of participants. The majority of
conflict actions was decorous and bounded by mutually-agreed-
upon principles. Occurrence of violence was extremely rare, and
governmental repression rather self-controlled.

Most social conflicts involved the state, either as an object of
claims, a party to conflict, or a conflict arbitrator. Citizenship
became an accepted basis for making claims on the government.
Since 1989 onwards, the Chinese government, which had “partic-
ipated” in social conflicts mainly as the absent object of people’s
grievances and demands, had risen from an insignificant to a
dominant position.

The past decade saw an expanding zone of conflicts and the
social base of collective contention became broader and more
heterogeneous. Production workers, students, civil servants and
people with union or political party affiliation tended to be in-
volved more often in collective action. While social conflicts
joined predominantly by other social categories generally under-
went a decline in recent years, those engaged mainly by political
group members had experienced a steady increase since 1990.

Among the five most frequent conflict issues, contentions of a
labour, housing and transport nature were consensual conflicts
with basically a sectorial scope. Their goals and demands were
mostly instrumental and tangible. These conflicts saw a fluctuat-
ing trend but experienced no definite long-term decline in later
years. Contentions of a civil rights and political nature, on the
contrary, were dissensual conflicts with an outside-Hong Kong or
a territory-wide scope. Both types of conflicts were fundamentally
situational, defensive and reform-oriented, but not revolutionary.
Yet, they all witnessed a significant decline in the early 1990s.
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