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Education and Principle-based Opinion

A Study of the Right of Abode Controversy
in Hong Kong

Introduction

The right of abode (ROA hereafter) issue has given rise to one of
the most heated controversies in post-handover Hong Kong. The
huge impact of the issue on society has ensured a heavy dose of
media coverage, which in turn has led to public attention to the
fate of hundreds of thousands of mainland children and their
families.

The controversy is extremely complicated. It involves detailed
and technical matters regarding the operation of the legal system,
as well as the proper interpretation of the Basic Law. The con-
troversy reflects the difference between the legal tradition of Hong
Kong and China. And the result of the controversy has important
implications for the “one country, two systems” experiment. At
the same time, if the Court of Final Appeal’s original verdict,
which gave the ROA to a large number of mainland children, had
been maintained, what would have the real impact been on the
economy and society? No one will ever be absolutely certain.

Despite all these complexities, the Hong Kong public did
formulate its opinions about the issues and expressed them
through different means. “Public opinion” was a contested arena
in the ROA issue. While government pointed to poll findings to
support their action, critiques argued that the government had
attempted to manipulate “public opinion” by exaggerating the
impact of the new immigrants on our society. Facing the public’s
apparent support for the government, some critiques argued that,
when important socio-political principles were at stake, in this
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case the legal autonomy of Hong Kong, we should not blindly
follow the so-called “public opinion.” (Lee, 1999).

It should be noted at the outset that what “public opinion”
means is a matter of heated theoretical debate (Price, 1992; Bour-
dieu, 1979). Nowadays, many people would have taken “public
opinion” as what opinion polls find, usually summarized into
percentages standing on different sides of an issue. However, to
what extent this “aggregation model” of public opinion really
contributes to democracy is itself in contention among many
scholars. Some argue that opinion polls restrict rather than en-
courage public deliberation and expression (Herbst, 1993; Salmon
and Glasser, 1995), others argue for the positive impact of pells on
political equality and democratic governance (Verba, 1996).

Thus, in this paper we do not assume that the polls necessarily
reflect public opinion. Rather, the analysis is based on the premise
that opinion polls reflect how people, as individuals, if net as the
public, think about an issue. Then, how can we make sense of
individuals” opinions as expressed through the polls? Or, what
opinion polls can tell us about people’s thinking about an issue?

The present study is based on the presumption that an under-
standing of people’s opinions require us to focus on how people
formulate their opinion. In the case of the ROA issue, how did
people come up with their opinions? What were the concerns and
considerations behind their opinions? The present study aims to
answer these questions utilizing two opinion surveys conducted
during the controversy under the auspices of the Faculty of Social
Science, The Chinese University of Hong Kong.

Further, we expect that not all people formulate their opinions
in the same way. Different people would have different considera-
tions behind their opinions, and they would have different proces-
ses of reasoning and judgment making. Following past studies on
political socialization and public opinion analysis in Western
countries, education is chosen as a major factor leading to dif-
ferent kinds of considerations and reasoning processes. Thus, we
expect people with different levels of education to have different
opinions on the ROA issue, and we should be able to understand

Education and Principle-based Opinion 3

their different opinions as the result of different considerations
behind the opinions.

More specifically, we postulate that Hong Kong people’s
opinions on the ROA issue are likely to be affected by two types of
concerns: (1) abstract liberal democratic principles, most notably
the principle of legal autonomy, and (2) social and economic
developments. In other words, people’s opinions can be principle-
driven or interest-driven to different extents. To what extent the
Hong Kong public recognizes and acknowledges the importance
of legal autonomy and sees it as at stake in the issue? To what
extent they are concerned about the actual impact of a
mainlanders’ influx and base their opinions on their estimation of
the impact?

Thus, the present study has two main goals. First, we want to
understand Hong Kong people’s opinions on the ROA issue by
examining their considerations behind their expressed opinions.
Secondly, we try to explore the differences between people with
different levels of education; this can shed light on people’s
opinions on the ROA issue as well as advance some theoretical
issues in the study of the political effects of education.

We start with a discussion of some theoretical perspectives on
the relationship between education and people’s opinion forma-
tion in a democratic society. Then, a discussion will be offered of
the ROA issue and the likely effect of education on how people
make sense of the issue. We will then analyze the data of two
opinion polls conducted during the controversy to demonstrate
empirically how people formulate their opinions. Explanations
and implications of the findings will be discussed in the conclud-
ing part.

Acquisition of Democratic Principles

The relationship between education and people’s political values
and opinions has occupied many Western researchers’ efforts.
From the 1950s to the 1970s, the “enlightenment” view about the
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role of education, formulated and supported mainly by re-
searchers working on political socialization, has been dominant.
According to this view, the major effect of education is to political-
ly socialize citizens into the democratic system. Education is cne
of the major social institutions that are responsible for transmit-
ting values and attitudes to the younger generation to enable them
to “function properly” in the polifical system. More specific effects
include the acquisition of democratic values and attitudes, par-
ticipation in politics, respect for the country and the national
tradition, as well as support for the political system, etc. (Ichilov,
1990; Dennis, 1973). :

The educational system can achieve the above effects through
several ways. The most obvious one is the formal curriculum on
civic education. Norms, values and skills that are deemed fo be
important for a democratic citizenry are explicitly taught in civic
education. As Levin (1990) points out, in the US,

Students are taught about the values of democracy and
the executive, judicial, and legislative institutions of
government that serve as checks and balances in the
democratic system. The universal franchise is especially
celebrated in the curriculum (p. 160},

Besides, education can increase one's awareness of political
matters and current affairs, in addition to one’s cognitive ability in
reasoning and abstract thinking in general. In short, education
increases one’s sophistication. Political scientists and social
psychologists have often regarded education as an important fac-
tor leading to, if not itself a component of, political sophistication
(Fiske et al., 1990; Bobo and Licari, 1989). There is a large volume
of research on political sophistication in communication and
political science (see Luskin, 1987; Sniderman, 1993 for discus-
sions). Length consideration does not allow us to summarize this
here. Suffice it to say that sophisticated people exhibit differences
in opinions and reasoning processes from the less sophisticated
ones, and researchers have found that educated people .do
demonstrate the characteristics of sophistication, like attitude con-
sistencies and higher levels of abstraction in political thinking
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(Converse, 1964, 1975), higher levels of reception of the dominant
norms and values in a society (McClosky and Zaller, 1984} and
higher levels of reception of public and media discourse {Zaller,
1992).

Tt should be stressed that the socialization and sophistication
studies are closely related to each other. Actually, increasing
sophistication has usually been thought of as a part of political
socialization. In a democratic society, the two processes are likely
to work in the same direction and reinforce the effects of each
other. Both of them point to the enlightenment in people’s at-
titudes and values as a result of education. On the whole, the
enlightenment view is very positive regarding the function of
education in maintaining the democratic system. And there is no
lack of evidence from past studies supporting such a view (see
Hyman and Wright, 1979 for a discussion of the early research; see
Westholm et al., 1990; Sniderman and Piazza, 1993 for recent
examples).

However, there are critical views of the role of education in
shaping citizens’ beliefs and values. At the theoretical level,
education can be seen as serving the government’s interest in
reproducing citizens to be ruled (Ginsberg, 1986)." At the same
time, there are empirical studies which give a more complete view
of the effects of education on people’s values. In her influential
article on “general and applied tolerance,” Jackman (1978) finds
that educated people are indeed more supportive of the abstract
principle of racial integration in the US, but just for the abstract
principle only! When they are asked about their support for par-
ticular policies that would implement racial integration, educated
people do not demonstrate a particularly higher level of support,
nor do they exhibit a stronger relationship between their support
for abstract principles and support for a specific policy. Jackman
argues that educated people’s support for democratic principles
are rather superficial, though not necessarily hypocritical, as she
conchudes:

When democratic principles are contemgplated in isola-
tion from other factors, the well educated are more
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likely to recognize those principles, to know the “right”
answers, and to belfeve sincerely in those answers. Such
learning, however, is not very deeply embedded. In an
applied situation, those principles are no more likely to
influence the orientation of the well educated than of
the poorly educated (pp. 322-23, emphasis added).

In another article, Jackman and Muha (1984) push the
criticism further. They maintain that education may even fail to
produce a superficial commitment to democratic principles. In a
wide-ranging data analysis, the two authors find that educated
people do not only remain similar o the less educated as to their
views on policies, but their support for abstract principles is not
necessarily stronger than the less educated. The exceptional cases
are of principles related to the value of individualism, for which
the educated people demonstrate a significantly stronger support.
Jackman and Muha argue that the main effect of education in the
American society is to promote the value of individualism, and
the educated people’s response to survey questions is actually an
ideologically refined set of answers that would justify rather than
criticize inequalities.

The argument about the role of education in ideological
reproduction, however, is not substantiated by empirical survey
studies. Jackman and Muha (1984) acknowledge that their argu-
ment is largely speculative and that a defailed demonstration of
the argument is difficult. However, the view of educated people’s
“superficial democratic comumitment” has received support from
other studies (McClosky and Zaller, 1984; Kane, 1995), though the
proper interpretation of superficial commitment is still debated in
recent years (Schuman et al, 1997; Sniderman et al.,, 1991; Mc-
Closky and Zaller, 1984)

There is no need for us to discuss further the details about the
findings and analysis of these Western studies. What the discus-
sion sensitizes us to is the possible effects of education on people’s
political thinking, especially their acceptance and application of
abstract principles that are valued by the society at large. How-
ever, the effect of education is likely to be dependent on the
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context of the society. For instance, Weil (1985) has found that the
effect of education on the acquisition of democratic values is de-
pendent on two characteristics of the society: the length of history
of the liberal-democratic regime, and the degree of religious
heterogeneity in the country (which affects the degree of plurality
of ideas in a society).

Obviously, Hong Kong is different from Western democratic
countries in its short and incomplete history of democratization.
The political system remains in many aspects undemocratic. At
the same time, democracy has become an ideal that the absolute
majority of the people, and even the government, have at least
superficially become committed to, though people may have dif-
ferent understandings of what democracy means (Kuan and Lau,
1997). Also, civic education in Hong Kong schools has a very short
history and is still deemed to be largely insufficient (Cheng, 1996;
Tse, 1997). Thus, we can expect that the effects of education on
democratic values in Hong Kong may not be exactly as predicted
by either the enlightenment view or the superficial commitment
argument. Explanations of the effects of education have to refer to
both the theoretical arguments and the contextual factors of Hong
Kong society.

When people formulate opinions about an issue, there is no
reason for them to take into account only abstract principles.
Other factors may also underlie their thinking about that issue.
One particular important consideration to which people may refer
is their own interests. Obviously, when people’s interests are not
affected, it should be easy to adhere to abstract principles. A
stronger test of whether people really would adhere to abstract
principles is possible under the condition that their interests are
likely to be affected if they insist on the principles. Education is
also likely to be related to people’s sense of what their own inter-
ests are, as well as to their ability to relate their personal and social
interests with the issue at hand. Therefore, when analyzing the
effects of education on people’s opinion formation we have to take
into account whether and to what extent education has affected
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one’s calculation of interests. The ROA controversy is a case for us
to tackle these questions on the effects of education.

A Brief Review of the ROA Issue

The present study aims to understand the effects of education on
people’s opinions and opinion formation regarding the ROA.
issue. The ROA issue is appropriate for studying the effects of
education, not only because of its prominence, but also because of
its involvement with two conflicting concerns. On the one hand,
many legal pundits and democrats thought that the legal
autonomy of and the rule of law in Hong Kong were at stake. On
the other hand, the Hong Kong government, as well as some other
politicians, perhaps also a considerable portion of the public,
seemed to be more concerned with the impact of the incoming
mainlanders on the stability and development of Hong Kong. The
Court of Final Appeal (CFA hereafter) ruled on 29 January 1999
that all the children of Hong Kong permanent residents who were
staying in China at the time did have the ROA in Hong Kong,
according to the Basic Law. Immediately, politicians and govern-
ment officials, legal practitioners, political analysts and journalists
started to debate the various points of and issues raised by the
verdict. For instance, the verdict gave non-marital children the
ROA and thus aroused the worry that it had become a recognition
of some Hong Kong people’s “second wives” in China. But above
all the issues, two major “frames” emerged for people to make
sense of the verdict. On the one hand, the verdict was hailed as a
case demonstrating the legal autonomy of the Court. Ming Pao’s
coverage on 30 January contained two articles with headlines
involving the phrase “re-gain confidence in the rule of law.” Apple
Daily also published an article on the same day headlined “The
Verdict by the Court of Final Appeal Proved Legal Autonomy.”
At the same time, the journalists and pundits were also con-
templating what the verdict would mean for the development of
Hong Kong society because the verdict had given the ROA to a
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large number of mainlanders, estimated to be in the hundreds of
thousands at the time. Therefore, while the media reported the
triumph of the rule of law, they also reported about the potential
trouble to come. As an Apple Daily article in the week after the
verdict wrote,

CFA ruled last week that all Hong Kong peopie’s
children in the mainland have the right of abode, the
number of new immigrants would increase sharply. At
this time the Hong Kong economy is entering a painful
adjustment period, a conservative estimation of the
number of people getting the right of abode amounts to
more than 300,000.... If they come to Hong Kong in a
short time, it will definitely exert pressure on salaries
and the already high unemployment rate. Optimists
point out that the advantage is to quicken the adjust-
ment in the Hong Kong economy; but soclologists
generally worry that in the short term it will produce
discrimination and division in society.

Besides Hong Kong people’s worry about the negative impact
of the influx, two additional points could be noted from this lead
paragraph. First, there were “optimists” who did not think that
the influx was one-sidedly bad for Hong Kong. However, as the
issue evolved, the impact of the influx was almost equated with a
negative impact. Optimists were soon on the defensive and they
could only argue for a low-level negative impact rather than no
negative impact. This relative negligence of the potential contribu-
tion of the new immigrants can be understood from the second
point, that is, the verdict came at a time when the economy had
been in trouble. This was a very important background behind
people’s worry about the negative impact, since there was the
“already high unemployment rate” and other problems with
which Hong Kong people had to contend. The coming of
hundreds of thousands of new immigrants thus looked more like
a threat than anything. We can also understand the prominence of
the legal autonomy aspect of the issue by referring to the context
of post-handover Hong Kong. While the public still needed to see
action that could demonstrate the continuance of the rule of law,
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the government’s handling of some major cases, most notably the
decision not to prosecute Sally Aw, had only worked to the op-
posite effect, Before the verdict, the rule of law in Hong Kong had
apparently been in bad shape. Thus, the Court’s verdict, which
went against the will of the government, was understandably
interpreted and hailed as an important indication of legal
autonomy.

One week after the verdict, criticism from leftist politicians
and legal professionals in maintand China started to surface. The
question of legal autonomy changed from the autonomy of the
Court from the Special Administrative Region {SAR) government
to that of the Hong Kong legal system from China’s. This further
raised the concern over legal autonomy to a more serious level,
since China’s intervention in Hong Kong was what Hong Kong
people had long feared.

There are certainly other concerns and issues behind the ROA
controversy, but as the two aspects remained significantly related
to the controversy, people’s opinions on the issue were likely to be
affected by their attitudes towards these two aspects. Considering
the principle of legal autonomy and the rule of law, Hong Kong
people should support the Court’s verdict and oppose any solu-
tion that would undermine the autonomous status of the CFA,
But, looking at the “practical” side, Hlong Kong people would like
to avoid the potential problems brought about by an unplanned
influx of mainlanders and would support government action that
would likely solve the influx problem.

The conflict between the two concerns drove the subsequent
dynamics of the issue. At the end of February, the Hong Kong
government, under pressures from the Chinese side, requested
CFA to “clarify” the court’s view of its power to interpret the Basic
Law. While the CFA had “clarified” its original decision at the end
of February, the government was still unsatisfied. The clarification
at most was a response that could alleviate China’s concern about
the power the CFA thought it enjoyed, but it did not change the
verdict and thus did not solve the “practical” problem. Discussion
about how the government should cope with the impact of the
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verdict continued, and various proposals, such as amending the
Basic Law, were considered and debated,

On 30 April, the SAR government announced the results of its
survey done in the mainland. It alleged that 1.67 million main-
landers had received the ROA as a result of the verdict and the
government would have to spend an exira 710 billion Hong Kong
dollars over 10 years if these people all came to the city. Many
people were critical of the government’s figures, arguing that the
government was trying to intimidate the public to support its
action. However, despite strong opposing views coming from the
legal practitioners and democrats, the government succeeded in
implementing its “solution” to the problem: to seek an interpreta-
tion of the Basic Law by the National People’s Congress (NPC) of
China. As a result of the NPC'’s interpretation of the Basic Law in
late June, the number of mainlanders getting the ROA decreased
from 1.67 million to enly around 200,000, according to the govern-
ment.

The above is certainly a cursery description of the issue. But
the main point is that the concerns for legal autonomy and social
and economic impact of the mainlanders” influx were two impor-
tant concerns affecting the issue. Therefore, to understand how
Hong Kong people thought about the issue, we must also under-
stand how they thought about the principle of legal autonomy
and the social and economic impact of mainlanders’ influx, as well
as how they related one concern and opinion to others as a whole.

Framework of Analysis

Based on the above discussion, a framework can be constructed
for the analysis of people’s opinions about the ROA issue. Educa-
tion may have various effects on people’s opinions, as sum-
marized in Figure L.

First of all, we expect that people’s opinions about the issue,
or more specifically, their opinions about the CEFA’s original ver-
dict on 29 January (CFA’s verdict hereafter) and government's
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decision to seek an interpretation of the Basic Law by the NPC
{(government solution hereafter), are affected by their support for
the principle of legal autonomy (legal principle hereafter) and
their estimation of the impact of the influx (consequence of influx
hereafter).

The effects of education on these elements are the focus of our
study. Figure 1 shows in total five possible effects of education: (1)
people’s support for abstract principle of legal autonomy; (2) the
extent to which their consideration of the abstract principle has
affected their overall opinion; (3) people’s evaluation of the actual
impact of mainlanders” influx; (4} the extent to which their estima-
tion of mainlanders’ influx has affected their overall opinion; and
(5) effects not mediated by the above ways, including the direct
effect of education on opiniorn.

There are two main ways by which education can affect a
person’s opinion on issues. First, education may affect people’s
position on a particular concern behind an opinion. Past studies
have focused on whether educated people are supportive of
abstract democratic principles. Thus, we expect people with a
higher level of education would have a higher level of support for
the principle of legal autonomy. Besides, we also examine
whether people with different levels of education have different
estimations of the consequence of influx. This leads to the postu-
lated main effects of education on the support for principle and to
the estimation of impact in Figure 1 (arrows 1 and 3).

Secondly, education may also be related to whether people
would use certain concerns as their basis for opinions. Past studies
in the US have given rise to different perspectives about whether
educated people are more likely to actually apply democratic
principles. Here, we will also examine whether educated people
are more likely to base their opinion about the ROA issue on their
estimation of the consequence of influx. That is, if education does
lead to people’s application of the principles, we can expect a
stronger relationship between support for principle and opinion
about ROA for the educated people. This leads to the hypothesis
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about the interaction effects between education and support for
principle/estimation of impact in Figure 1 {(arrows 2 and 4).

We cannot dismiss the possibility that education may have
other effects on people’s opinion about the ROA issue and, there-
fore, a direct effect hypothesis (or more precisely, effects not ex-
plained by the first four routes) is included in the framework
{arrow b),

A further point to note is that people’s support for abstract
principles is likely to be related to their estimation of impact. This
relationship is not a main hypothesis in our analysis. But we have
to take this possible relationship into account when studying the
effects of education on the support for principle and the estima-
tion of impact, since the relationship among the latter two may
explain away the relationship between education and one of the
two considerations,

Of course, people’s opinions about the ROA issue are likely to
be affected by other factors as well. However, the present study
mainly focuses on the effects of education, except for a few
demographic variables that would be included as control vari-
ables in later analysis. Other variables are left out for simplicity.

Data

The data analyzed in this study were derived {from two opinion
polls conducted by the Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific
Studies under the sponsorship of the Faculty of Social Science, The
Chinese University of Hong Kong. The first survey was con-
ducted between 5 and 7 March 1999, right after the CFA's clarifica-
tion of its original verdict. The second survey was conducted on
31 May and 1 June, amid heated debate about whether the SAR
government should seek an interpretation of the Basic Law by the
NPC. For both surveys, phone numbers were randomly drawn
from the updated residential telephone directories. In order to
include numbers not listed in the directories, the last two digits of
the phone numbers drawn were removed and then randomly
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re-assigned. The population was Cantonese speaking Hong Kong
residents over 18. In total, 954 interviews were completed for the
March survey, with a response rate of 49.1%, and 857 interviews
were completed for the second survey, with a response rate of
48.8%.> We will refer to the two surveys as the March survey and
the June survey, respectively. Questions about respondents’
opinions about various aspects of the ROA issue were included in
the surveys.

Before analyzing the effects of education on people’s
opinions, we should have a general overview of the opinions of
our respondents about the ROA issue.

Table 1 summarizes the results to the major questions in the
March survey. More than 60% of respondents supported the
CEA’s verdict as an act protecting the legal autonomy of Hong
Kong and thought that the verdict was consistent with human
rights principles. However, a similar percentage of people agreed
that the verdict was “wrong” due to the undesirable consequen-
ces. Also, our respondents tended to agree that the influx of main-
landers would bring about negative consequences to Hong
Keng's social and economic development, as between 56.7% to
64.7% of respondents agreed to three statements about the nega-
tive impact of mainlanders’ influx. A possible positive conse-
quence, alleviating the aging problem in Hong Kong, was agreed
to by only about 40% of our respondents in March.

The ambivalence of the Hong Kong public was obvious. A
considerable portion of our respondents supported CFA’s action
as demonstrating legal autonomy, while at the same time worried
about the consequence of the influx. Of course, a possibie problem
was the acquiescence effect in opinion surveys, that is, people
tend to agree with whatever the interviewer asks them. However,
in Table 1 we see that various questions did elicit different levels
of agreement. For instance, only 37.5% of our respondents agreed
that the verdict destroyed the harmonious relationship between
Hong Kong and the mainland. Therefore, we believe that the
findings point to real questions about how people try to solve the
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conflict between the principle of legal autonomy and the impact of
the issue. This is exactly the aim of our data analysis in the next
section.

Table 2 summarizes the major resulis of the June survey. It
shows that in June the majority of our respondents did support
the government’s solution (56.4%). Nearly 70% of our respon-
dents thought that the government’s solution was acceptable as a
method to solve the problem of mainlanders” influx, even if it
would harm the rule of law in Hong Kong. Also, more than half of
our respondents thought that seeking the NPC to interpret the
Basic Law could solve the problem effectively.

However, although our respondents seemed to be supportive
of the government’s solution, they did not necessarily hoid very
positive views of the government itself. Respondents were split
roughly evenly on a number of questions. These included whether
the respondents thought that the government’s solution was fol-
lowing public opinion, and whether they thought that the govern-
ment had intentionally exaggerated the estimation of the number
of mainlanders to come and the amount of money to spend. Be-
sides, there was still a considerable portion of respondents worry-
ing about the negative effect on the legal system of the
government’s solution.

Since the two polls did not contain the same set of questions,
we do not have direct evidence about whether and to what extent
the Hong Kong public shifted their opinions towards the
government’s solution after hearing about the government
figures. Tables 1 and 2 only offer limited evidence of opinion
change. Even in March, there was already a large portion of
people who thought that the CFA’s verdict was wrong.

For a tentative test of opinion change in the period, in the June
survey the respondents who supported the government’s solution
were asked whether they had supported the same solution earlier.
Twenty-five per cent indicated that they had changed their
opinion (and most of them indicated that they had been affected
by the government’s estimation). The finding is suggestive. How-
ever, the question was based on retrospective self-report, it did
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Table 2

Public Opinion on the Government’s Solution to Ask the National People’s Congress to Interpret

the Basic Law (%)

Agree/
Highly agree

Disagree/
Highly disagree

Statements

56.4

30.8
(32.9)

Yo you agree or disagree with the Hong Kong government’s propesal to request

the NPC to interpret the Basic Law to solve the ROA issue?

(60.1)

45.1
{47.93

416
(44.2)

The government’s propasal to ask the NPC to interpret the Basic Law is

following public opinion.

394

41.0

@7.10

According to Hong Kong government’s estimation, there are about 1.67 million

(45.2)

mainlanders having the ROA, and 710 billion dollars will have to be spent. The

government has intentionally exaggerated the figures.

57.4

26.5
(28.7)

Requesting the NPC to interpret the Basic Law would effectively solve the

problems brought about by the ROA issue.

(62.1)

69.9

23.5
(24.4)

Even if it would harm the rule of law in Hong Kong, due to the expectation of the
influx, a large number of mainlanders would cause great negative impact on
Hong Kong, so requesting the NPC to interpret the Basic Law is acceptable.

(72.8)

452

43.0
(46.2)

NPC’s interpretation of the Basic Law would serve as the first example for “NPC

interpreting the verdict of CFA.”

(48.5)

19

All questions were answered on a 5-point scale ranging from highly disagree to highly agree. Entries are percentages and

bracketed numbers are valid percentages (excluding no opinion).

Note:
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not constitute strong evidence of opinion change during the
period.

As pointed out earlier, people’s opinions on the issue were
likely to be affected by their support for certain democratic prin-
ciples, especially about legal autonomy; several questions were
asked in both surveys in this respect. The results are summarized
in Table 3.

Respondents in March and June were asked to choose be-
tween either legal independence or social and economic develop-
ment when the two were in conflict. The results show that in both
surveys the percentage of respondents choosing either side is
gimilar. An interesting point is that, when there was a change of
opinions regarding support for the government’s solution during
the controversy, the percentage of people choosing legal inde-
pendence over social and economic development did not change
significantly. Actually, in June there was even a slightly larger
proportion of respondents choosing legal independence instead
of development. ‘

In general, the two surveys provided a view of Hong Kong
people’s opinions that was largely consistent with similar poll
findings reported during the period. The majority of Hong Kong
people did express their support for government’s seeking inter-
pretation of the Basic Law by the NPC, and they worried about the
negative impact of mainlanders’ influx. At the same time, there
was a considerable portion of the public who worried about the
legal autonomy of Hong Kong and who supported CFA’s verdict
for its demonstration of juridical autonomy.

Some of the results not only showed ambivalence in people’s
thinking, but even strictly logical contradiction: in the March sur-
vey, more than 60% of people agreed that the CFA should con-
sider the legal viewpoint only (Table 3}, while at the same time
more than 60% of people agreed that CFA’s verdict was wrong
due to its negligence of the social impact (Table 1).

This points to the need for us not to take every answer in
isolation but to examine how an individual’s answers to various
questions — principles, worry about impact, support for govern-
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Public’s Support for Principles {%)

Table 3

Independence

Development

If the development of Hong Kong society and economy is in

conflict with mainfaining legal independence, will you choose
social and economic development or legal independence?

(March)

38.1
(44.5)

474
(55.5)

400
(48.0)

433
(52.0)

{June)

Agree/Highly agree

Disagree/Highly disagree

Dao you agree or disagree that the CFA should consider only the

legal viewpoint? (March)

64.2
(72.6)

19.1
(21.6)

economic interests all need to be considered, which one among

have the ROA, the legal viewpoint, human rights and social and
the three do you think is the most important? (June)

Tn deciding whether Hong Kong people’s children in mainland

Human rights Social interest
16.2 56.8
(18.13 (63.6)

Legal viewpoint
16.3
{18.3)

21
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ment, etc. — are related to each other. In the following, we will
analyze how people with different levels of education formulate
their opinions about the ROA issue according to the framework
discussed above.

Analysis

Education and the support for the principle of
legal autonomy

Our analysis starts with examining the relationship between
education and support for the principle of legal autonomy. The
question whether people should choose legal independence or
social and economic development when the two are in conflict
was repeated in both the March and June survey. Besides, the
question wording did not involve the mentioning of CFA’s ver-
dict or any government’s or politician’s reactions. In other words,
the question had been framed in a way that was largely isolated
from the issue. Thus, this question is now chosen as the variable
representing one’s support for the principle of legal autonomy
and is the focus of this section.

The results in Table 4 provide only partial support for the
endightenment view of education effect. In the March survey, as
educational level increases a larger proportion of respondents
chooses legal independence instead of social and economic
development. The difference between the three educational
groups is highly significant. In June, the difference between the
three groups remains in the same direction. However, the dif-
ference is sinall and not statistically significant.

While Table 4 shows the bivariate relationships between
education and support for the legal principle, we should also
examine whether the findings are spurious. Education is closely
related to demographics, such as gender, age, income, efc. Thus, a
regression analysis is conducted to control the impact of these
confounding variables.
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Table 4 Education and Attitudes towards the Principles of

Legal Autonomy
?f development and lega} Educational level {%) x?‘
independence are in conflict,
choose: Primary Secondary Tertiary
or below

{I\I\I/{ar%hl)§ Development 65.4 56.3 433 22.10%#%
(N=811 Independence 34.6 437 56.7
(Fune} Development 57.5 517 49.4 1.43
(N=712)

Independence 42.5 48.3 50.6

Notes: 1. Percentages are valid column percentages. People who answered
don’t know or chose the middle category are excluded from the
analysis.

2. #% 5 < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p< 0.05,

Since the support for principle is dichotomous, a logistic
regression analysis is conducted. The dependent variable is the
log-likelihood for a person to choose legal independence rather
than social and economic development. Independent variables
include age, sex, personal monthly income, educational level, and
a variable, “education squared,” to represent a possible non-linear
relationship between education and the dependent variable. The
original measurement scales of the independent variables in the
surveys are used. The results are summarized in Table 5.

Regarding the effects of education on people’s support for the
legal principle, Table 5 has replicated the results of Table 4. That is,
adding age, sex and personal income does not change the effect of
education shown earlier. In both surveys, education is positively
related to support for legal independence, but only the relation-
ship in March is significant.

We will discuss and provide explanations for the results later
in the discussion section. One point should be noted here first. In
the March survey, we see that not only education, but also sex and
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Table 5 Regression Analysis on the Relationship between
Education and Support for the Legal Principle

Independent variables Dependent variable
L.egal independence Legal independence
vs, social/economic vs. social/economic
development (March) development (June)
Education R Ao At
Fducation squared 09 02
Age 02 02
Sex - BREHE ~24
Income 06* .00
% of cases correct 62.40% 53.54%
e 67.58%% 4.16
No. of cases 782 678

Notes: 1. Entries are unstandardized logistic regression coefficients.

2. “Education squared” is the square of “education — mean of
education.” It represents the curvilinear relationship between
education and the dependent variable. Positive numbers show that
peopie in the middle categories of education score lower than
people at the two ends of levels of education.

3. Dichotomous dependent variables are coded as: development = 1,
legal independent {and human rights in one question) = 2. Sex is
coded as: male = 1, female =2,

4, % p < 0.001; #* p < 0.01; % p < C.03,

personal income are statistically significantly related to support
for the legal principle. However, in the June survey, the effects of
sex and personal income also disappear. Actually, in the June
survey the five independent variables as a whole fail to have any
significant explanatory power on whether people support the
principle of legal autonomy (Model Chi-square = 4.16).
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Education and estimation of impact of influx

Now we turn to consider people’s estimation of the impact of
mainlanders’ influx. Do people with different levels of education
evaluate the impact of the ROA issue differently?

A problem with the data is that the June survey does not
include any question on people’s estimation of the consequence of
the influx of mainlanders. The closest one is whether the respon-
dents thought that the government had intenticnally exaggerated
the estimation of the number of people having the ROA and the
amount of money to be spent because of these people. Although
respondents’ answer to this question is likely to be affected by
their belief in the consequence of the influx (since people who
think the figures are exaggerated are likely to have a less negative
estimation of impact), the answer also reflects other factors, such
as a person’s trust in the government. Since no indicator can be
used as a substitute for estimation of impact in the June survey,
our analysis of the relationship between education and the estima-
tion of impact will be restricted to the March survey.

Table 6 shows that, in the March survey, people with higher
educational levels were the least likely to think that the verdict
would have a negative impact on Hong Kong. Though even
among people with tertiary education the majority still believes in
various negative impacts, the proportion of respondents holding
such beliefs is smaller than that in the other two groups. Also, the
question, whether the influx would cause a decrease in the
respondent’s confidence, shows a curvilinear relationship with
education. The secondary education group has the largest per-
centage acknowledging the impact in this regard.

At the same time, respondents who are more educated are not
particularly likely to acknowledge a possible positive conse-
quence of the influx, that is, alleviating the aging problem in Hong
Kong. The relationship between education and the answer to this
question is curvilinear, with the secondary group the least likely
to acknowledge the possible positive impact. But, the tertiary



12.33%*
20.26%+*

Tertiary
59.2
40.8
55.6
444

Secondary
732
26.8
653
34.7

Educational level (%)

69.3
30.7
75.6
24.4

Primary or below

842)

Education and Assessment of the Inpact of the ROA Issue

812)

Disagree
Agree
Disagree

CFA’s decision causes decrease in confidence about
Agree

CFA’s decision causes retardation of the economy

Hong Kong’s future (March) (N

(March) (N

Table 6
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‘group is also considerably less affirmative on this question when

ié f compared with the primary or below group. . .

= P As in the previous case, the results are putinto a multivariate
tests to control for the impact of other demographics. From Table
7 we see that age and sex are the two variables that exert consider-

e o T able influence on people’s estimation of the negative impacts of

P ¢ 3 the influx. However, they have limited effect on the relationship
between education and estimation of consequence. Education
retains a linear relationship with whether people think that the
influx would retard the development of Hong Kong and whether

o oW < H

e wg the influx can solve the aging problem in Hong Kong. It has a
non-linear relationship with whether people think that the influx
would lead to a decrease of their confidence in Hong Kong and
whether the influx could solve the aging problem. These are
replications of the findings of the bivariate analysis in Table 6. The

g % é g only relationship that is explained away is the one between educa-

tion and whether respondents think that the influx would nega-
tively affect Hong Kong's economy. But, even in this case, the beta
coefficient of education remains close to significant {p <.10).

The findings of the four regressions in Table 7 lead to two
observations. First, all the linear relationships between education

1. Percentages are valid column percentages. People who answered don’t know or chose the middle category are

=)
B é and estimation of impact are negative in sign, though only two of
§ % a them attain statistical significance. We can argue that, on the
% o v whole, increase in education is related to a stronger belief in a
I B a weak impact of the influx, regardless of whether the impact is
= = # P g P
Ta 8 g negative or positive. Secondly, the non-linear relationships be-
’Ef fg %‘C\? tween education and estimation of impact also demonstrate a
£u . - ) ” :
% Z & 3 certain consistency. The beta coefficients of the “education
=S & = squared” variable in the first three columns of Table 7 are all
% 5 o E o q
w & ES g8 negative, while in the fourth column, when the dependent vari-
% % é LRV able is about a possible positive impact, the beta coefficient be-
R 83 B & comes positive. This shows that people with an intermediate level
o B Py o ¥ P peop
g 5) S ¥ of education, approximately the secondary education group, are
R g g4 8 o relatively more pessimistic about the mainlanders’ influx.
T BB w8 oeh Y P
e B8 »8 BB o, Here let us focus on the negative impact of the influx, which is
&) g P
£5 <A gd<d) g the main concern of Hong Kong people. People with higher levels
5= 52 &4 g Kong people. Peop g
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Solve aging

Retard Hong Kong
development
- (9%
-05
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Dependent variables

-08
B Vi
20

Negative effect on
Hong Kong economy
-06

- 12%*
08*
14e

in Hong Kong
-07

Decrease of confidence

Regression Analysis on the Relationship between Education and Estimation of the Impact of

Mainlanders’ Influx

Table 7
Independent
variables
Education
Education squared
Age

Sex
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of education tend to be less concerned with these negative factors.
However, the most important difference lies between people with
a very high level of education versus people with a mid or low

Y % § level of education. Actually, in Table 6 we can see that the dif-
o ferences between the tertiary group and the secondary group,
when asked about their estimation of the negafive impact of the

influx, are always larger than the difference between the primary

or below and secondary groups, Thus, to putitin a less precise but

simpler way, people with tertiary education are less likely to be

. worried over the negative consequence of the influx than people
LI with lower levels of education, but the difference between people

3 é & with secondary education and people with even a lower level of

education is not large.

As pointed out earlier, the effect of education on the support
for principle and the estimation of impact may not be directly due
to the relationship between the support for principle and the
estimation of impact. For this purpose further analysis is con-
ducted. The three questions about the negative consequence of
mainlanders’ influx are averaged to get an index for people’s

9.2%** #
840
1. The dependent variables are the same indicators used in Table 6. They are measured by 5-point Likert scales.

o
S @ estimation of impact. This variable is then included into the logis-
8 tic regression model of Table 5. The relationship of education and
% . the support for legal autonomy remains significant. Also, a regres-
88 sion analysis is conducted by using estimation of impact as the
89 dependent variable and the five demographic variables included,
. % o then people’s support for principle is further added. The results
L~ oy show that education has a significant negative linear effect on the
2 S & E 3 estimation of impact even when people’s support for the principle
- "g b of legal autonomy is controlied. Therefore, education does have
E te separate effects on people’s support for the principle of legal
ue autonomy and on people’s estimation of impact.
=
i
E i The application of principles and judgment making
$ § o by the public
=
% ‘E % The above two sections have examined the relationship between
g ox 2|8 education and the two factors — support for principle and estima-
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tion of impact — that are supposed to be important to one’s
opinion: about ROA. But, how do the two factors affect people’s
opinion on the CFA’s verdict and the government’s proposed
solution? More importantly, how does education affect the way
people formulate their opinion in light of one or both considera-
tions?

Proponents and critiques of political socialization have
debated whether education can lead fo the application of
democratic principles in actual situation. It is possible that edu-
cated people are more “serious” about the principles in the sense
that their opinions are determined by principles to a larger extent.

We can call those people who have a strong principle-issue-.

opinion refationship as “principle-oriented.”

Also, there is the possibility that different people would at-
tach different levels of importance to the estimated impact. We
have already seen that educated people are in general having less
pessimistic views about the negative impact of mainlanders’ in-
flux. There is an added possibility that they would base their
opinion on their estimation of the impact to a lesser extent if they
are more “principle-oriented” or, in other words, they are less
“impact-oriented.” As principle and impact are two competing
concerns in the ROA issue, we can expect that the strength of the
principle-opinion relationship to be negatively related to the
strength of the impact-opinion relationship.

A regression model is designed to test the above mentioned
relationships. The general form of the regression model is:

Overall judgment = a + bl*age + b2%ex + b3*income +
b4*principle + b5*consequence

The model is run separately for the three educational groups.
Here, we need to define the variables “overall judgment,” “prin-
ciple,” and “consequence” in the surveys.

The question on the balance between legal independence and
social and economic interests is repeated in both surveys so it is
used as the variable representing “principle.”
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The three questions in the March survey probing
respondents” worry about the negative consequences of the influx
(decreased confidence, slowed development and economic retar-
dation) are averaged to get an index of estimation of the negative
impact (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.78). It is the variable representing
“consequence.”

The dependent variable for the March survey is an index
computed from the respondents’ answers to five statements (the
first five shown in Table 1). The statements are first recoded so
that they point in the same direction,! with a larger value repre-
senting positive attitude towards CFA’s verdict. Each
respondent’s answers to the five questions are then averaged to
get an index of his/her opinion about CFA’s verdict (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.68).°

In the June survey, there was no question directly asking
people’s estimation of the consequence of the influx, and no sur-
rogate is available. The consequence variable will be absent from
the model of the June survey. In other words, we only test part of
our framework in the June survey, The dependent variable is
people’s support for seeking an NPC interpretation of the Basic
Law, which is the average of respondents’ answers fo two ques-
tions: whether they support government seeking an interpretation
of the Basic Law by the NPC and whether they agree that seeking
the NPC to interpret the Basic Law is acceptable given the nega-
tive impact of mainlanders’” influx. The two statements have a
reliability coefficient of 0.71.°

For both the March and June surveys, age, sex and personal
income are inciuded as control. The point of interest of the
analysis is whether the relationship between principle/impact
and the dependent variable will be stronger or weaker in one
educational group than the others. The results of the analysis are
shown in Table 8,

Table 8 provides some interesting results regarding the effect
of education. Comparing the beta coefficients of the “principle”
variable in the three groups, we see that in both surveys the same
pattern emerges. People with tertiary education are most likely to
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Table 8 Regression Analysis on the Basis of Judgment for People
with Different Levels of Educaticn

Independent variables Dependent variable: Opinion on CFA’s verdict
Bducational level
Primary or Secondary Tertiary
below
Age .01 1gwEE -09
Sex - AGHHR -03 -13
Income -1 .09 A1
Development vs. legal 20%% 5 BerEE
independence
Consequence of influx - J9HE -3 SN Wi
No. of cases 230 349 201
R? 17.30%%%  20.8%%%F  26.0%%*

Independent variables

Dependent variable: Support for
government’s solution

Educational ievel

Primary or Secondary Tertiary
below

Age 17 .06 09
Sex 18 J3EH A1
Income -.18 03 .01
Development vs. legal Y R - 20%%% - A4k
independence
No. of cases 79 431 165
R 25 5%*** 10.4G%** 223 P

Notes: 1. Entries are standardized regression coefficients,

2. Development vs. legal independence is coded as: development =
1, independence = 2,

3. ®%% p < 0.001; ** p<0.01; ¥ p< 0.05
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have their opinion about the CFA’s ruling and government solu-
tion affected by their support for the principle of legal autonomy
(beta coefficients = .36 and -44). However, the group that has its
opinion least constrained by support for principle is not the
primary education or below group (beta coefficients = .20 and
-.37), but the secondary education group (beta coefficients = .15
and -.29).

Regarding the extent to which people’s opinion about CEA’s
verdict is affected by their estimation of the negative impact, Table
8 shows that in the March survey the secondary education group
demonstrates the strongest relationship (beta coefficient = -.36),
while people with tertiary education has the weakest relationship
in this respect, though the beta coefficient is only trivially smaller
than that of the primary education and below group. This pattern
is just the reverse of the pattern about principle-opinion relation-
ship, and is consistent with the expectation that as people are
more principle-oriented, they are less likely to be impact-oriented
on the ROA issue.

The final analysis of effects of education on opinion about
ROA issue

What Table 8 does not tell us is whether the differences in beta
coefficients of the principle and consequence variables in the three
groups are statistically significant. Also, there is a possibility of
education having a direct effect on opinion about the ROA issue.
In this last section of data analysis, we will give a test of the effects
of education on different aspects together.

To recapitulate, we have posited that education may have
effects on opinion about the ROA issue in five ways: (1) effect on
support for abstract principle, {2) effect on the estimation of im-~
pact of the influx, (3) effect on whether the abstract principle will
be applied, (4) effect on whether the estimation of impact will be
used as a basis to formulate an opinion on the issue, and (5) effects
not explained by the above four ways, including the direct effect
of education.
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Previous sections have tested the effects of education on the
first four aspects separately. Here, regression analysis will be used
to give an overall test. In the model, the dependent variables will
be people’s opinion on CPA’s verdict in the March survey and
their opinion on the government’s solution in the June survey.
Independent variables will be added to the model in three blocks.
The first block consists of the five demographic factors used in
Tables 5 and 7, ie., age, sex, personal income, education and
“education squared.” The second block consists of the principle
and consequence variables as defined and used in the previous
section,

The third block includes four interaction variables: (1) sup-
port for principle and educational attainment, (2) support for
principle and education squared, (3} estimation of impact and
educational attainment, and (4) estimation of impact and educa-
tion squared. The four interaction variables will test the
phenomena as shown in Table 8 — whether people with different
educational levels have their opinions affected by principles and
concerns for consequence to different extents. If an interaction
between educational attainment and support for principle (or es-
timation of impact) is significant, this means that, as education
increases, support for the relationship of principle (or estimation
of impact) with opinion about ROA issue becomes significantly
stronger (or weaker). If an interaction between “education
squared” and support for principle (or estimation of impact) is
significant, this means that people with different levels of educa-
tion do exhibit different levels of principle-opinion relationship
(or impact-opinion relationship), but the relationship is the
strongest (or weakest) for the people with intermediate levels of
education,

Again, for the June survey the consequence variable, as well
as the interaction variables including estimation of impact, are
absent. Only part of the framework is tested in the June survey.

Table 9 summarizes the results. In the March survey, when
only demographic variables are added, education is related to
people’s opinion about CFA’s verdict significantly, with people
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Regression Analysis of Effects of Education on Opinions about ROA Issue

Table 9

Dependent variable: Opinion on CFAs verdict

March survey resulis

Principle and Full medel

consequence added

Demographic factors

Independent variables

only

04
~21¥es

.08*
] EEE

08*
ik

Age
Sex

.08%
07

.08*
07
03

a0

Income

135
.06

Education

01

Education squared

18
- 33en

Development vs, independence

Consequence of influx

08*
06
0%

Interaction: education*principle

Interaction: education squared*principle

Interaction: education®impact

Bk

Interaction: education squared*impact

21.19%%%*
12.3%%**

8.8%***

Rz

1.0%*

8.9 F

Change in R?

780 780

780

No. of cases
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Regression Analysis of Effects of Education on Opinions about ROA Issue (continued)

Table 9

Dependent variable: Opinion on government’s solution

June survey results

Principle variable Full model
added

only

Demographic factors
JA0*

Independent variables

J1F*

diEE

Age
Sex

13***
-.01

A4

-01

16FE®
=01

Income

- 10* -.09*%

=13

Edueation

- 14w

- 15%w

- 15w wx

Education squared

_JO%RE

- 34w

Development vs. independence

Education: and Principle-based Opinion

-.06
-.08

Interaction: education*principle

Interaction: education squared*principle

16.7%%%*
0.4%

16.3%9p***%
11.29%**

5. 10F*®

Rz

5.10p%¥*

Change in R?

675 675

675

No. of cases

1. Entres are standardized regression coefficients.

Notes:

{education — mean of education) x (principle/impact - mean of principle/impact)
Interaction between education squared and principle/impact are calculated by:

2. Interaction between education and principle/impact is calculated by:
{education squared) x (principle/impact — mean of principle/impact)

The calculation methods adopted aim to reduce multi-collinearity.

3. %% 5 < 0.001; #* p < 0.01; * p< 0.05.
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having a higher level of education being more supportive. When
the principle and consequence variables are added, the relation-
ship of education with opinion about CEA’s verdict becomes non-
significant. This means that the effects of education on opinion
about CFA’s verdict are mediated by the principle and impact
factors. In other words, people with a higher level of education
were more supportive of CFA’s verdict because they were more
supportive of the principle of legal autonomy and less pessimistic
about the impact of mainlanders’ influx. This is what the analysis
in the previous sections have shown.

The further addition of four interaction variables significantly
increases the explanatory power of the regression model (the
change in R* is significant at the 0.05 level). And two interaction
variables are significantly related to opinion about CFA's verdict.
The first one, the interaction between education and support for
legal principle, means that people with a higher level of education
tend to base their opinion on their support for principle to a larger
extent. Although in Table 8 we find that the secondary education
group is the least principle-oriented, the finding in Table 9 is that
the interaction between “education squared” and support for
principle is not significant. It suggests that the strength of prin-
ciple-issue-opinion relationships for people with lew and mid-
level education does not differ significantly. Thus, we have to
conclude that, for the March survey, people with a high level of
education are significantly more principle-oriented than people
with mid- and low-level education, but the difference between the
latter two groups is not large.

The second interaction variable that is significant in the March
survey regression is the one between “education squared” and
impact. It suggests that the finding in Table 8 that people with
secondary school education, that is, mid-level education, have the
strongest impact-issue-opinion relationship is significant. That is,
people with mid-level education are indeed particularly more
impact-oriented than people with either a high or low educational
level.
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The results of the regression analysis for the June survey differ
from the March model in some important aspects. People with a
higher level of education are, in general, less supportive of the
government, which is consistent with the findings in March. But,
there is also a non-linear effect between education and opinion on
government’s solution. The negative sign of the effect suggests
that people with mid-level education are actually the most sup-
portive of the government’s solution when other factors are con-
trolled.

At the same time, the effects of education are not explained
away by the addition of the three variables in columns two and
three. Of course, we have already shown that in the June survey
education is not significantly related to support for principle
(Table 5), but in the regression we see that even the interaction
variables are not significant. In other words, though Table 8 shows
that the secondary education group is the least principle-oriented
and the tertiary group the most, the differences in the strength of
the principle-issue-opinion relationship for people with different
levels of education are not significant. Therefore, we can conclude
that in the June survey people’s opinion on the government’s
solution is affected by their educational level but the effects are
not mediated by support for the principle of legal autonomy,
though support for the legal principle itself remains an important
factor behind people’s opinions on the government’s solution.

Discussion

The findings of the data analysis may not perfectly fit into any
single view of the effect of education on people’s democratic
values, as derived from the West. In the March survey, we see that
educated people are more supportive of the principle of legal
autonomy and also more likely to apply the principle in formulat-
ing their opinion about CFA’s verdict. But, the most important
difference lies between people with and without tertiary educa-
tion. From Table 4, we can see that, though the secondary educa-
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tion group is more supportive of the principle of legal autonomy
than the primary education or below group, the difference be-
tween the two groups is smaller than the one between secondary
and tertiary education groups. Also, Table 8 shows that people
with secondary school education are actually the least “principle-
oriented,” though Table 9 shows that the difference between
people with mid- and low-level education is not significant.
Therefore, we argue that the findings from the March survey do
lend support o the enlightenment view of the effects of education,
but the major difference only lies between tertiary and non-ter-
tary education.

The effect of education on people’s support and application of
abstract democratic principles is not surprising. Education has
long been thought as effective in making people more able to
understand and apply abstract democratic principles. Butin Hong
Kong, civic education is only a recent development. As a colony in
the past, primary and secondary education in Hong Kong did not
have formal civic education before the mid-1980s. The formal
curriculum in secondary schools also had very limited political
content. It was only during the period of political transition result-
ing from the Sino-British negotiation over Hong Kong's future
that the idea of a “democratic education” began to be proposed
and curricula started to change (Lee and Bray, 1997). While civic
education was proposed by the Hong Kong government in the
mid-1980s, implementation remained a matter within schools’
discretion, and not every school developed civic education for-
mally (Cheng, 1996). Further, civic education in Hong Kong's
primary and secondary schools has many defects that are await-
ing for improvement. Tse (1997) points out that political education
in secondary school in Hong Kong is generally lacking:

[There is a number of factors contributing to the failure
of political education in schools. Among the most sig-
nificant ones, are the lack of planning and implementa-
tion at school level; the moralization and
depoliticization of political education; the lack of ac-
companied infra-structural support for teachers.. as
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well as a transmission appreach and a submissive
political culture fostered by the formal, informal, and
hidden curriculum (p. 37).

With the background of civic education and the school system
in Flong Kong, it is not surprising that people with secondary
school education are not particularly more supportive of and
“serious” about abstract democratic principles, But it does not
mean that people with secondary education do not differ from
those with primary education or below only. Most notably, people
with secondary school education are particularly impact-oriented.
What can be suggested about this effect of secondary school
education is that education at this stage may have increased
people’s awareness of their personal interest and ability in relat-
ing these personal interests to opinions about public affairs. Thus,
while people with secondary school education remain not par-
ticularly supportive of abstract principles, they become more
“realistic” in their political thinking since they are better able to
see where their interests lie. Of course, this explanation is largely
speculative. The effects of education on people’s concern for con-
crete interests, personal or societal, should be explored further in
the future.

Thus far we have only tried to explain the lack of “enlighten-
ment” in secondary school education, but why does tertiary
education, which does not have formal civic education either,
seem to have this effect?

The “enlightening” effects of tertiary education on political
attitudes in Hong Kong, however, are not a newly found
phenomenon. Cheung and Leung (1994) have found that tertiary
students hold more democratic attitudes than secondary school
students (p. 91). They point to three possible perspectives to ex-
plain their results. For the present study, the most relevant argu-
ments are that people are exposed to a large number of political
and social theories and viewpoints in tertiary education, especial-
ly in the social science or general education curriculum. Also,
while Tse (1997) points to the submissive culture and transmission
approach of learning in secondary schools in Hong Kong, tertiary
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education certainly encourages more independent and critical
thinking. As tertiary education provides students with the chance
to encounter a heterogeneous set of ideas and encourage them to
think, discuss and criticize, the students would come to recognize
the importance of certain democratic values, like toleration,
respect for others’ freedom, ete. This would bring about the en-
Lghtening effects on the students.

At the same time, we have posited that education may also
alter people’s thinking about an issue by affecting how they take
social and economic interests into consideration and how they
estimate the impact of an issue on society and its economy. It is
shown that as the educational level rises, one’s estimation of the
impact of mainlanders’ influx also differ. If we focus on the es-
timation of the negative impact only, then people with tertiary
education are less worried, while the difference between primary
or below and secondary groups, again, is not substantial. There
are several possible explanations. First, it can be that, consistent
with the enlightening effect and whether people support the legal
principle, people with tertiary education are less affected by the
negative stereotypes of mainlanders and new immigrants. Also,
people with tertiary education may be less likely to think that the
influx will have any impact, positive or negative, because of a
higher level of confidence they have in Hong Kong’s economy
and society. If people with a higher level of education have
stronger beliefs in the ability of Hong Kong society to meet any
challenge, they will also be less likely to acknowledge great im-
pact of the influx on Hong Kong. Furthermore, people with dif-
ferent levels of education may have different caleulation of
interests. Apparently, the influx of mainlanders is more likely to
compete and affect the interest of the less educated rather than the
more educated. With a level of education that the mainlanders
usually do not have, the tertiary educated are less likely to think
that their personal interests are going to be affected, and less
concemn over personal well-being is likely to be projected onto the
estimation of the well-being of society.
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On the whole, the results of our March survey support the
enlightenment view of the effect of education on whether people
would support and apply democratic principles. However, the
most important difference lies between people with and those
without tertiary education. If we look at people’s opinion about
CFA’s verdict represented by the index used in earlier regression
analysis, the primary education or below group has a mean score
of 3.02 on a scale ranging from 1 to 5. The secondary education
group’s mean is 3.09, that is, people with secondary school educa-
tion are only slightly (and not statistical significantly) more sup-
portive of CFA’s verdict than people in the primary education or
below group. The tertiary group has a mean of 3.34, significantly
higher than the means of the other two. The difference between
the three groups can be explained by their concern over principle
and impact.

Then, what about our results in the June survey that educa-
tion has no significant effect on the support and application of the
principle of legal autonomy, while it has effects on people’s
opinion about the government seeking the NPC’s interpretation
of the Basic Law? It should be stressed that in the June survey the
same pattern of relationship between education and the support
and application of principles are found. People with a higher level
of education are still more likely to support the principle of legal
autonomy, and the secondary education group remains the least
principle-oriented in its opinion formation. But the difference is
not statistically significant. Thus, what we need to explain is not
why education has a different effect in June but why the effects of
education have diminished.

A possible reason for the diminishing effects on people’s sup-
port and application of the legal principle is the “operation of the
idea market,” as described by Ginsberg {1986). Ginsberg argues
that education and the media serve as idea markets; as people are
exposed to such markets, they tend to hold less varied values and
attitudes that are originally largely affecied by their primary
group affiliation. In other words, Ginsberg’s (1986) argument
about the operation of the idea market is that as education in-
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creases and people’s media exposure increases, opinions and at-
titudes are less likely to differ according to class, gender, ethnicity,
etc. In the case of the ROA controversy, a similar argument can be
constructed. In March, we see people with different levels of
education treat the principle of legal autonomy differently. The
difference is likely to be based on the differential access to and
recognition of the legal principle as a result of different levels of
education. The continued heated debate and widespread public
discourse about the principle of legal autonomy and the relation-
ship between the principle and the current issue would have
made people to “converge” in opinion on these matters. It is
because, before heavy coverage by the media, educated people are
the ones who are particularly likely to have learned about the
principles and understand the relationship between the principle
and the current issue, and these are just the reasons why educated
people are expected to be different from the less educated. But, as
research about learning from news has shown (Zaller, 1992; Price
and Zaller, 1993}, heavy coverage would lead to diffusion of ideas
to other people, and if the coverage is very salient then the dif-
fusion will happen in a way that even the least educated group of
the public will learn more about the message. Thus, the basis for
differences between people with different levels of education
would diminish.

It does not mean that all people will come to support or
oppose the principle of legal autonomy; actually, continual debate
about an issue can lead to either “mainstreaming” or “polariza-
tion” {(Zaller, 1992). However, the important point here is that,
after salient discussions about legal principles, people who sup-
port or do not support the legal principle are not likely to be
differentiated by referring to basic demographic factors, including
education.

By the same token, after several months of debate and espe-
cially after the government has announced the estimated number
of mainlanders with the ROA, it is also possible for people with
different levels of education to converge on their estimation of the
impact of the mainlanders’ influx. The logic is the same as above:
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before the debate, educated and less educated people may have
differential access to information and different pre-existing at-
titudes, but salient debate about the issue and provision of infor-
mation may make eduecation to be less important in determining
people’s estimation of the impact. However, without relevant
data in the June survey we cannot test the validity of the argu-
ment.

The idea market explanation is speculative, and had the June
survey included a variable on media exposure we may have been
able to test further the argument of the operation of the idea
market. However, one particular finding in our earlier analysis
does lend some support to the explanation. In Table 5, we see that,
in the June survey, not only has the effect of educatioh become
insignificant, but also the effect of sex and personal income, which
are significant in the March survey. That is, in June, people’s
support for the principle of legal autonomy is no longer explained
by any major demographie factor included in our earlier analysis.
This is consistent with the argument that the operation of the idea
market would make basic demographic characteristies less
relevant in determining people’s attitudes and opinions.

This idea market explanation, of course, requires further
evidence. Most notably, the validity of the explanation is depend-
ent on what kind of media and public discourse existed during the
period. The above line of argument would be valid to the extent
that discussions about or at least the simple mention of legal
autonomy during the period from March to June were highly
salient and frequent. A study of media coverage of the ROA issue
during the period would provide a basis for examining the
validity of the idea market explanation.

At the same time, even if a certain idea market has operated,
education still has effect on the opinions about the government’s
solution in June. Except for the fact that in the June survey
people’s estimation of impact is not controlled for, the effects are
also likely to be due to the effects of education on other factors.
Actually, when the issue continued to evolve and when the
government proposed to seek the NPC's interpretation of the
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Basic Law, the issue became even more complicated than before.
Indeed, seeking the NPC to interpret the Basic Law complicated
people’s consideration because it would involve factors like con-
fidence and trust in the Chinese government and the SAR govern-
ment. It should be noted that the argument about the idea market
discussed above and the finding that education continues to have
effect on opinions about the government’s solution are not con-
tradictory, since education may have effect on attitudes and
opinions which are not the subject of salient coverage and heated
debate. Again, our discussion points to certain characteristics of
media and public discourse during the controversy that need to be
examined if we want to substantiate the explanations given here.

In sum, in the June survey we find that education has effects
on people’s opinions about the government’s solution, but not
through its effects on people’s support and application of the
principle of legal autonomy. What the above discussion does not
show is that, consistent with the findings in March, in June the
most important difference in opinion about the government’s
solution still lies between people with and without tertiary educa-
tion. People with primary education or below have a mean score
of 351 (on a scale of 1 to 5) regarding their support of the
government’s solution, the secondary education group has a
mean of 3.49, while the tertiary group has a mean of 3.17.

Conclusion

This study has tried to examine whether people with different
levels of education would have different opinions about the ROA
issue for different reasons. Out findings support the enlightening
effect of education on people’s support and application of
democratic principles. However, the effect is restricted largely to
our March survey, which was conducted at an earlier stage of the
whole coniroversy. In the June survey, when it was near the end
of the controversy, the effects of education on people’s support
and application of democratic principles have diminished to a
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level of insignificance, though the direction of effects remains the
same. Furthermore, we find that, regardless of support and use of
principles or the overall opinions about CFA’s verdict and
government’s asking the NPC to interpret the Basic Law, the most
important difference is the one between people with and without
tertiary education. For some, this may point to the need to further
develop civic education in primary and secondary schools, which
for various reasons remains insufficient (Tse, 1997).

One should be reminded that Hong Kong has never been and
is not yet a fully developed democracy. The short history of
democracy and democratic education has made the effects of
education on people’s political opinion formation not identical to
the findings in Western democratic societies. Jackman’s (1978)
famous argument about the superficial democratic commitment,
which was well documented by other studies in the US, is not
found in the present case. The lack of “superficial commitment,”
ironically, is also attributable to the lack of formal civic education.
Although this phenomenon does not exist in Hong Kong at
present, proponents of civic education have to be aware of the
possibility that their democratic education would produce people
only superficially committed to democratic principles in the fu-
ture.

This study, as stated at the beginning, is based on the premise
that understanding people’s opinions about public issues requires
us to look at their reasoning behind. While many commentators
are lamenting over the failure of public opinion to check the
government’s action and protect the legal autonomy of Hong
Kong, this paper finds that an attack on the Hong Kong public as
a whole may miss the differences between different groups of
people. Theorists of public opinion have discussed about the no-
tion of enlightened opinion {Zaller, 1994), which is defined as
what people would want if they were fully informed. The basic
idea behind the notion of enlightened opinion is that common
people’s opinions are not necessarily reliable as a basis for policy
formulation, The quality of opinions has to be taken into account.
Certainly, the argument of enlightened opinion is an elitist one.
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Zaller (1994) also points to problems in equating enlightened
opinion with opinion of the educated since it is sometimes pos-
sible that educated people are more subject to misleading percep-
tions or persuasions. In the ROA issue, it also depends on one’s
political standpoint to see which opinion is the “right” one, thus
we cannot simply equate the educated people’s opinions as the
right or better opinions. However, the findings do produce ques-
tions for us to think about. With the proliferation of opinion polls
in recent years in Hong Kong, how can we make sense of the
polls? Do they constitute what public opinion is? Do they con-
stitute what public opinion should be? Or can we ever talk about
what public opinion should be?

The growth of the importance of public opinion in FHong
Kong politics requires us to have a deeper understanding of the
public opinion process and subtleties in people’s formulation of
opinions. Two directions of research efforts are important. First,
researchers may design and make use of opinion poll with more
theoretical guidance so as to explicate the process of individual
opinion formation as a result of various psychological and social
mechanisms. Secondly, there is the need to reflect upon what
opinion polls are and to what extent and in what sense they can
contribute to our understanding of the role of public opinion in
Hong Kong. The present study can be considered as an effort in
the first direction.

Admittedly, this study has various limitations and the ex-
planations of the findings given are at times only suggestive.
Further empirical studies are possible and needed. For instance,
future research can focus on the effects of education on people’s
estimation of social and economic developments to see whether
different people really have different estimations of the well-being
of the economy and society in general and whether the differences
could be explained by other social and psychological factors. The
relationship between education, opinions and reception of media
discourse also deserves attention from researchers. Last but not
least, the findings in the present study that tertiary education has
an enlightening effect on people’s support and application of
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democratic principles would need to be tested in cases of other
political issues so that a more general argument about the effects
of education on democratic values can be established.

Notes

1. Ginsherg (1986) argues that the main goals of education in
Western societies are twofold: the “pacification of the
dangerous and unruly urban proletariat and the creation of
firm popular attachments to the state” (p. 33). He contends
that the overall effect of schooling is not the furthering of
democracy by the creation of a mass electorate that can more
easily be ruled by the state. For instance, while supporters of
civic education may point to the effects of education on the
increase in participation in elections as a contribution to a
democratic society, Ginsberg responds that the real effect is to
equate participation with the act of voting and de-legitimize
other kinds of political participation, like protests. Therefore,
the state is the real beneficiary of civic education.

2. McClosky and Zaller (1984) argue that, although the effect of
education is mainly on people’s support for abstract prin-
ciples, it is still a significant “enlightenment,” since recogni-
tion of principles itself is important and educated people’s
support for policies can be brought in line with their support
for principles if the “principle-policy” contradiction is
pointed out, Schuman et al. (1997), on the other hand, advo-
cate that people who support the principle may not support
policies implementing the principle because the latter re-
quires a stronger support for principle. Sniderman et al
(1991) argue that educated people’s thinking is more sophisti-
cated and their opinions are likely to be affected by a larger
number of considerations. As a result, the impact of any
single consideration, including support for an abstract prin-
ciple, is likely to be decreased.
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The response rate is calculated by dividing the number of
successful interviews by the total of successful interviews and
refusals,

That is, respondents’ answers o the statements “CFA’s ver-
dict is wrong...” and “CFA’s verdict has harmed the har-
monious relatienship..” are reverse-coded so that higher
scores always mean supporting CFA’s verdict.

Every single statement may contain a number of missing
cases. To reduce the number of missing cases in the final
index, the index is actually the mean of valid answers to the
five statements, that is, if a respondent failed to give an
answer to one of the five statements, his/her answers to the
other four will be averaged. The same procedure also applied
to every index calculation that involved averaging more than
one statement.

Two points should be noted about the operationalization of
the issue opinion variables. First, the variables in the March
and June surveys involve a different number of statements
combined together. The result is that the issue opinion
measure in the March survey, as a combination of five state-
ments, takes on more numerical values than the measure in
the June survey. This may make significant findings more
likely in the March than in the June survey when the issue
opinion measure is involved. However, the two variables
have similar reliability coefficients, and findings of our data
analysis also show that the dependent variable in the June
survey does capture the relationship between other variables
and itself. Secondly, the operationalization of the issue
opinion variables involve statements that capture the dimen-
sions of support for principle and estimation of impact. In
other words, the content of the issue opinion variable over-
laps with the variables for support for principle and estima-
tion of impact. This would inflate the relationship between
these variables. However, the relationships among these vari-
ables are not the main concern of the study. Rather, it is the
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comparative strength of these relationships among the dif-
ferent educational groups that is focused on. There is no
particular reason for us to ask why the inflation problem
would be more serious for one rather than the other education
groups, thus the “impurity” of the issue opinion measure
does not raise serious doubts about the major conciusions of
the present study.
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Education and Principle-based Opinion
A Study of the Right of Abode Controversy in Hong Kong

Abstract

Education is one of the fundamental variables shaping people’s
political opinions. Past studies in the West have shown that education
increases people’s support for abstract democratic principles, but not
necessarily for concrete policies implementing the principles. This
paper examines the impact of education on opinion formation in
Hong Kong. Do people with different educational levels hold dif-
ferent opinions regarding abstract social principles? How does
people’s support for principles and how does their calculation of
concrete self-interests enter their opinions on policies? The right of
abode controversy in 1999 provides a test case of these questions.
Drawing on two surveys, we have found that in Hong Kong tertiary
education has an enlightening effect on people’s support for and
application of social principles, especially during the early stage of
the controversy. Tertiary education is also observed to be negatively
related to people’s concern for social interest. Another major finding
of this study is that people with a secondary level of education have
the weakest principle-opinion relationship and shows the strongest
concern for social interest. The findings will be explained by referring
to both theoretical perspectives and situational factors, such as the
underdevelopment of democracy in Hong Kong and civic education
in its school system.
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