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Abstract

The thesis covers the competing perspectives on Hong Kong history, with a
special focus on how British colonial historiography and Mainland Chinese patriotic
historiography wrote the history of Hong Kong. It is found that the two
historiographical discourses had very clear political agenda behind. Post-modernism
and post-colonialism are used as methodologies to critique these two discourses.
British colonial historiography is shown to be an administrative adjunct to British
colonialism, justifying the British claim to rule over the British colonies. Similarly,
traditional Chinese historiography is found to be politically conservative, serving to
aid the ideological imperatives of bureaucratic administration. Historiography under

the CCP is an apparatus for political and social control.

The thesis continues to elaborate on how British colonial and Mainland Chinese
patriotic historiographies wrote on colonial Hong Kong, covering the whole peribd
from pre-1841 to 1997. The competing historiographies started their debate on
whether pre-colonial Hong Kong was a “barren rock” (British discourse) or a
“treasure island” (Chinese discourse). The debate ended over the rows about Hong
Kong’s return to Chinese rule in 1997. Detailed and systematic analyses (of the two
competing discourses) are reserved for the period 1830-1900. It is found that both
sides used evidence favourable to their own discourse and wilfully ignored

inconvenient data.

The local voice of Hong Kong was originally absent from these competing
discourses. Before 1949, the Hong Kong Chinese did not perceive themselves to have
a separate political identity or historical consciousness. Marked changes occurred
from the 1960s and the Hong Kong Chinese began to see themselves distinct from
both Imperial Britain and Mainland China. A generation of local Hong Kong
historians emerged in the 1980s who challenged the correctness of the British and
Mainland Chinese historiographies. They were no longer prepared to have their
opinions stifled. Through their vigorous research, many of the British colonial and
Mainland Chinese patriotic “myths” were found to be quite hollow. Gradually a Hong
Kong School of historiography has emerged, aAhealthy sign of Hong Kong’s growing

intellectual maturity and autonomy.



Preface

My thesis is a pioneer attempt to systematically scrutinize three historical
perspectives on the writing of Hong Kong history: from that of Britain, Mainland
China and Hong Kong. It is particularly important to analyze why these three
perspectives compete with one another, thus proving the relationship between politics

and historiography in real existence.

This thesis emerged from a number of sources. First, in my reading of Hong
Kong (written invariably in English) over the years, I have always had a feeling that
something must be biased or missing. The place of the local Hong Kong Chinese was
usually not given proper or adequate consideration. I felt the reasons behind this
phenomenon needed to be addressed. Second, as Hong Kong approached the 1980s,
the row over the future of the Colony gained momentum. The helplessness of the
people of Hong Kong and their inability to have their say (particularly in the
Sino-British diplomatic talks) provided another push for me to seek answers. Third, in
1997, through a post-graduate course on “History and Theory”, I was introduced to
the methodologies of post-modernism and post-colonialism as a possible
historiographical critique. I found the two “isms,” within certain limits, useful in

analyzing the situation facing Hong Kong’s decolonization.

The following are some of the key questions to answer in my thesis: What is the
relevance of post-modernism and post-colonialism in the study of historiography in
general and in the study of Hong Kong history in particular? Could we define the
British colonial, Mainland Chinese patriotic, and Hong Kong historical perspectives?
What is the use of history writing in the context of Hong Kong’s return to Chinese
sovereignty, hence the case for competing histories? For the British case, how could
we handle the different lines of argument in their colonial historiography? For
Mainland China, is there only just one official voice? How could we prove the linkage
between politics and historiography in China? For Hong Kong, how did a Hong Kong
historical perspective emerge and how did it foster a distinctive Hong Kong identity?
Serious work on preparing my thesis began in 1998, and it took me some five years
(punctuated with periodic returns to Hong Kong for materials and assistance) to

complete the whole thesis.
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Chapter One - Introduction: Post-Modern and Post-Colonial Historical

Perspectives and their Implications on the Writing of Hong Kong History

In the introduction of GG.B. EEndacott’s A History of Hong Kong (first published in
1958), long considered as the standard and authoritative history of the colony, the
author claims that Hong Kong “*had little part in the main current of Chinese
history...[and that] [t]he history of Hong Kong really begins with the coming of the
British in 1841.”" His Anglocentrism is unmistakably clear. This kind of historical
perspective does not dic away with the advent of Hong Kong’s decolonization. In

1997, Frank Welsh is still detending his pro-British stance as follows:

Any judgement on Hong Kong’s history...has to be made not on the last five
years of British rule, but on the whole period of its development from a scattered
community of fisherfolk and peasants on the outermost fringe of the Chinese
Empire to a distinctive near-national entity with its own recognized place in the
world. Viewed in this light successive British governments may take some credit
for not having made too many mistakes. For the first century of its existence the
colony was safeguarded from the revolutions, wars, perils and destruction that so
often made life in China a misery. The rule of law was established and accepted;
and when British imperialism in any part of the world is critically examined this

is likely to be, however grudgingly, applauded.

Certainly, Mainland Chinese historians have contested such British viewpoints.
In An Outline History of Hong Kong, China’s standard history of the colony, Liu
Shuyong makes clear the Chinese position: “Beginning in the 1840s, Hong Kong, a
part of Chinese territory since ancient times, became a victim ol Britain’s persistent
aggression against China... Written at the request of the Foreign Languages Press, this
book looks at Hong Kong mainly from these perspectives: Hong Kong before its
occupation by Britain, the origin of the Hong Kong question and its settlement, the
important changes that have taken place in politics, economy, culture and education in

Hong Kong, and Hong Kong’s involvement in some of the major historical events that

' G.B. Endacott. A historv of Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1973; first published
1958), pp.3-4.
? Frank Welsh, A history of Hong Kong (London: HarperCollins Publishers, 1997), p.563.
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occurred in other parts of China.”™ To the Mainland Chinese historians, the most
important task in writing Hong Kong is to condemn British colonialism in Hong Kong

and Lo assist in the return of Hong Kong into the fold of Mother China.

[t is clear that both Britain and China have been constructing and competing with
their grand narratives of Hong Kong. In the eyes ol the local Hong Kong historians,
these two narratives are not necessarily all fabrications and falsehoods but it is clear
that both the Anglo-centric and the Sino-centric historiographies are highly selective
in presenting their discourses.” It is exactly in this area that post-modern and
post-colonial critiques are useful in exposing the hidden agenda of the British and

Chinese historiographies of Hong Kong.

(A) Post-Modern Historical Perspectives

Quoting from Jean-Francois Lyotard’s The Post-Modern Condition, Keith
Jenkins explains the two basic characterising and interlocking features of
post-modernism as the “death of centres” and the “incredulity towards
metanarratives”.” The former means that the old and established vantage points (the
centres) of looking at history have been disestablished. They are “no longer regarded
as legitimate and natural frameworks” but are just a viewpoint articulating a particular
interest.® So the Anglo-centric or the Sino-centric history of Hong Kong is just a
self-oriented and partial viewpoint ot the respective countries. An exposition of their
underlying premises and ideologies would therefore definitely help to explain how

they have been writing Hong Kong. Jenkins reminds us that the question of “what is

* Liu, Shuyong. An outline history of Hong Kong (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1997), prelace.
* It is not casy to define the term “discourse” and the best definition is by D.IE. Apter: “Discourse in
general is a way of organizing human experience. It establishes frames of meaning by the recounting
and interpreting of events and situations. It constructs systems of order... People make stories out of
events, They do so individually and collectively. Recounting individual stories makes for sociability.
Collective stories have political consequences when, as myths they purporl to be history. as history they
are reinterpreted as theories, and as theories they make up stories about events. Theories that become
storics create fictive truths. Since in politics, truth-telling and story-telling are part of the same process.
it becomes possible o interrogate the past in order to transform the future.” See the entry “political
discourse” by D.E. Apter in Neil J. Smelser and Paul B. Baltes (eds.) Inrernational Encyclopedia of the
Social and Behavioral Sciences, v.17 (Oxford: Elsevier Science Ltd. 2001). pp.11644-11646. For other
detinitions, see Sara Mill, Discourse (London: Routledge. 1997) and David Howarth, Discourse
(Buckingham: Open University Press, 2000).

* Keith Jenkins. Re-thinking history (London and New York: Routledge, 1991), p.60.

¢ Jenkins, p.60.
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history”™ is cquivalent Lo “who is history for”.” In a similar vein, even the products ol
local Hong Kong historians on Hong Kong have (o be critically evaluated and
deconstructed. There are already lots ol debates on who should write post-colonial
history: the indigenous, the subaltern, the colonised, the subjugated, or the academic
outsiders. It would be fair that all should be contributing and most importantly, the act
of history writing is not to be dominated by any particular sector. We should be
particularly alert to the argument linking knowledge (history writing as one such

expression) and power, a topic which will be discussed later.

The “incredulity towards metanarratives” refers to a growing disbelief in the
validity of history marching from darkness to enlightenment, of history moving
towards “progress” or “modernization” or “‘revolutionary liberation”. All these grand
narratives about human development are nothing more than a construct favouring a
certain ideology or power-structure. Bill Ashcroft has put it cogently:
“...contemporary Western theories of history contend that the past is essentially
unknowable, that the scientific orderliness of historical accounts are the imposition of
a particular story. History, indeed temporality itself, is a construction of language and
of culture, and, ultimately, the site of a struggle for control...”® Ashcroft continues to
argue that “history is neither the opposite of fiction nor is it simply fictional. History
is a method rather than a truth... an institutional formalization of the stories we tell

ourselves to make sense of our lives.”

Indeed, George Orwell has reminded us long ago that “who controls the past

controls the future: who controls the present controls the past.”"”

Imperialist
historians spoke in the name of their perceived universal order over and above all
other classes, genders and peoples, assuming their universalism. They recorded and
rationalized that the imperial powers had conducted their worldwide conquest in the
name of enlightening or civilizing the world. They did not see anything wrong with
their behaviour and the Chinese, in particular, often did not admit they were

“imperialistic” in their past history. Traditional Chinese historians often argued that

7 Jenkins, p.18.

¥ Bill Ashcroft, Post-colonial transformation (London and New York: Routledge. 2001), pp.82-83.
? Ashcroft, p.86.

1% George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1954), p.31.



the Chinese did not “conquer™ the non-Han peoples. The unification ol the various
peoples within the Chinese embrace was based on cultural assimilation and not on
coercion; indeed the peoples “willingly accepted™ Chinese rule, so the argument
runs.'' A more critical review of Chinese history will certainly provide a different
interpretation: when the Chinese said that they pacified a place, it may well mean that
they had ravaged the place.'* Indeed, the conduct of both Imperial Britain and

Imperial China were very similar: they were imperialistic after all."?

Both Britain and China have tried to write their histories to justify their
imperialist past. It is certainly important to remember: how people write depends on
where people stand. Michel Foucault has adopted (from Nietzsche) the term
“perspectivism’ in describing this phenomenon. “The implication is that there is no
single truth to ‘reality’ but endless perspectives on the truth, each theory constructing
its own reality and truths, under the workings of power,” argued Jeffrey Weeks. '
Relating it to the “historical deconstructionists”, Raymond Betts explains that “‘to
speak or write is to command, to organize a universe of sorts.” Alun Munslow gives

us a succinct definition of “deconstructionist history” as follows:

In history, a model of study that questions the traditional assumptions of
empiricism couched as factualism, disinterested analysis, objectivity, truth, and

the continuing division between history, ideology, fiction and perspective. Instead,
deconstructionist history accepts that language constitutes history’s content as

well as the concepts and categories deployed to order and explain historical

evidence through our linguistic power of figuration."

Using the example of Columbus in encountering the New World, “Europeans

thereafter constructed a global narrative in which all that was ‘overseas,” ‘on the other

"' peter Perdue, “Comparing empires: Manchu colonialism,” The International History Review, 20.2
(June 1998), p.255.

"2 It is ironic that the Chinese can also turn the conquerors (such as the Mongols and the Manchus) of
the Han Chinese into “Chinese”, so that their (Mongol or Manchu) empires become “Chinese” empires
and their territories sacred and inviolable. See W.J.IF. Jenner, The tyranny of history: the roots of
China’s crisis (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1994), pp.3-5.

" For a critical and comparative interpretation of Chinese and European imperialisms. see Michael
Adas, “Imperialism and colonialism in comparative perspective,” The International History Review,
20.2 (June 1998), pp.371-388.

' Jeffrey Weeks, “Foucault for historians”, History Workshop Journal, 14 (1982), p.109.

'S Alun Munslow, Deconstructing history (LLondon and New York: Routledge, 1997), pp.180-181.



shore,” gained historical significance only in its newly established relationship with
the intruders who had telescopes and could write, who could theretore [ocus on what
they considered important and account lor it as they wished. The Europeans then
began to manage the world.”"® My research will analyse how China and Britain have
been trying to dominate Hong Kong’s mental space and how Hong Kong, in view of

the restrictions, is struggling to exert its mental autonomy.

The post-modern historical critique is also a sceptical or nihilistic reaction
against the old certainties established by the traditional empiricist school of history
writing. The basic premise of historical empiricism has always been the search for
objectivity and historical truth based on a careful study of verifiable evidence.
According to G.R. Elton, the major exponent of this historical school, the main task of
historians is to “investigate a dead reality independent of the enquiry” and “‘just
because historical matter is in the past, is gone, irrecoverable and unrepeatable, its
objective reality is guaranteed: it is beyond being altered for any purpose

sl

whatsoever.”" " Elton continues to argue that after selecting the main area of study or
line of approach, the historian will become “the servant of his evidence of which he
will, or should, ask no specific questions until he has absorbed what it says.”18 After
vigorous interrogation of his evidence, the historian will be able to arrive at the
objective and dispassionate historical truth of the past — “the past as it actually was” —
supposed to be the ultimate “noble dream.”"” Elton warns particularly of the dangers
of ideological and theoretical tampering of historical studies. “People have usually
sought in history a justification for their convictions and prejudices” and nations could
live in myths of their own constructed past.”” All these preoccupations are always
dangerous. He continues to warn that in the study of history, a primary preoccupation
with the present is equally dangerous.”’ The historian should “empty” himself of
prejudices and he should have nothing to do with involving himself in the “invention”

of history, but should believe that the historical evidence will speak for itsclf. As a

16

Richard F. Betts, Decolonization (London and New York: Routledge, 1998), p.93.
17

G.R. Elton. The practice of history (London and Glasgow: Fontana, 1969), p.73.
* Elton, The practice of history, p.83.
" A term borrowed from Peter Novick, That noble dream: the ‘objectivity question’ and the American
historical profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).
** G.R. Elton, Return to essentials -- some reflections on the present state of historical study [hereafter
as Return to essentials] (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1991), pp.43-44.
' Elton, Return to essentials, p.43.
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final note, Elton insists that the most valuable aspect of the historians work is the

. . . . . . . . . - N 22
“rational, independent and impartial investigation™ of the documents ol the past.”

The old certainties of all kinds have in fact been dethroned in the 20™ century.
With the atrocities and barbarism exhibited in the two world wars and the subsequent
global instability, it would be difficult to maintain the arguments for certaintism. Even
betore the post-modernist onslaught, historians of a more self-reflexive bent argued
against the conservative empiricism of Elton. E.H. Carr categorically denies that the
historical facts speak for themselves. He contends that “the facts speak only when the
historian calls on them: it is he who decides to which facts to give the floor, and in
what order or context.” After selecting his “facts” the historian remains pivotal in
assigning the significance of those facts and their structural colligation. The
historian’s hand is always there to make history. According to Carr, “history is the
historian’s experience. It is ‘made’ by nobody save the historian: to write history is the
only way of making it.”** This mode of historiographical thought is readily shared by
many modern historians. In writing about European imperialism in Africa, H.L.
Wesseling reminds us that the emphasis of his book is certainly on the historical
account. But “it has not, of course, been written in the naive belief that one can
present the past ‘as it really was’. That is an illusion historians have long since
abandoned. They realize that narrating and describing are themselves forms of
interpretations, a selection from the many millions of happenings that could have been
related, a choice of those deemed fit to be raised from simple fact to historical

225
event.””

As for the present-mindedness of historical enquiry, Carr would consider that as
unavoidable. People can view the past, and achieve their understanding of the past,
only through the eyes of the present.® All efforts in historical imagination and
empathy could not bridge the gulf between the present and the past. What about the

issue of objectivity? To Carr, “the facts of history cannot be purely objective, since

** Elton. Return to essentials. p.6.

E.H. Carr, What is history? (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1964), p.11.

Carr. p.22.

= H.L. Wesseling, Divide and rule: the partition of Africa, 1880-1914 (translated by Arnold J.
Pomerans) (Westport and London: Praeger. 1996). p.6.

* Carr, p.24.



they become tacts ol history only in virtue of the significance attached o them by the
historian.”*’ All that comes back is, perhaps, an old adage: study the historian betore
studying his history book. I therefore attempt to establish the background of the
historians whosc books are included in this thesis. This is perhaps part of what the

post-modern deconstructionists would call reading the text within a text.

To the post-modern historians, the first thing to do with history is to empty it of
all historical certainties. In the words of Keith Jenkins, “history is a discourse about,
but categorically different from, the past... [And] the past is for all that has gone on
before. but history (historiography) refers to the writings of historians.”*® To Jenkins,
history is an inter-textual, linguistic construct, a rendering of the past.”® If granted that
the world is taken as a text to be read, then such readings are infinite.™ If we accept
this perspective of text writing and text reading, then we must be particularly alert to
the influence of language or the mode of linguistic representation. Edward Said
reminds us that all representations, “because they are [original italics] representations;
are embedded first in the language and then in the culture, institutions, and political
ambience of the represenlcr.”3 ' All representations of the “other” are never true
copies of the original “other” and many might even regard these representations as
misrepresentations. More ominously, these representations could act as a form of
intellectual dominion.”* The knower dominates the known or is “lord of all who
sees.” Reflecting on American historical writing on the recent Chinese past, Paul
Cohen alerts us of the Western-centeredness of those historical studies, reminding us
that this “Western-centeredness ...robs China of its autonomy and makes of it, in the

end, an intellectual possession of the West.™

t>

7 Carr, p.120.

% Jenkins, p.6.

* Jenkins, p.7.

Jenkins, p.9.

1 Bidward W. Said, Orientalism: western conceptions of the Orient (London: Penguin Books, 1995,
reprinted with a new afterword; first published 1978), p.272.

3 Said calls this kind of domination “Orientalism”. With reference to the West's domination over the
Orient, Said (p.3) puts as thus: **...Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the corporate
institution for dealing with the Orient—dealing with it by making statements about it, authorizing
views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, Oricntalism as a Western
style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient.”

3 Paul A. Cohen, Discovering history in China: American historical writing on the recent Chinese
past (New York: Columbia University Press. 1984), p.151.
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On the analysis ol the language-historiography relationship., there have been no
major and systematic studics relating (o the case of Hong Kong. Alastair Pennycook ™
has focused on the relationship between English language teaching and the discourses
of colonialism. In relation to Hong Kong, he emphasises that “language [1inglish or
vernacular] education policies were constantly designed Lo maintain the inequitable
social conditions of Hong Kong.” ™ Apart [rom a short discussion on the issues of
opium and the riots”®, he does not deal sufticiently with the manipulation of language
in the writing of Hong Kong history. The Mainland Chinese side, on the other hand,
often portrays Hong Kong’s history as one ol being victimized by foreign
colonialism.”” This theory of “victimhood” tends to support China’s right to recover
Hong Kong. The growth of an autonomous Hong Kong identity or personality is
brushed aside as irrelevant in the Chinese grand-narrative of Hong Kong. The story of
Hong Kong is often summarized as nothing more than “washing away one hundred
years of shame.”*® My emphasis will therefore focus on the competing discourses of
Anglo-centric and Sino-centric Hong Kong histories, to see how each of them
altempts to use their own language and ideology to define Hong Kong, and thus

occupy or dominate the mental horizons of the Colony.

(B) Post-Colonial Historical Perspectives

In my reading on the post-colonial historical perspectives, my initial
consideration is China. The Chinese were/are insistent (in their history writing eftorts)
that they have been victimized by various forms of colonialism starting from the 19th

century. In order to redress the past injustices they intend to write or rewrite history in

3 Alastair Pennycook, English and the discourses of colonialism (London and New York: Routledge,
1998).

35 Pennycook, p.126.

* Pennycook, pp.101-108.

*7 For an elaboration of this theory of “‘victimhood”. see Neil Renwick and Cao Qing, “China’s
political discourse towards the 21™ century: viclimhood, identity, and political power.” East Asia: An
International Quarter(y, 17.4 (Winter 1999), pp.111-143.

* This feature is best retlected in the Mainland Chinese reports on Hong Kong's return to Chinese rule,
See Yu Zhang, “Covering the Hong Kong transition: a content analysis of the news stories by China’s
Xinhua News Agency and the Associated Press of the United States between May 1, 1998 and August
31, 1998 (PhD thesis. University of Kentucky. 1998). Regrettably, Yu Zhang has put the year 1998
wrong: it should read 1997. In the abstract of dissertation (p.i), Yu Zhang writes that [ t]his dissertation
compares the news coverage of the Hong Kong transition by China’s Xinhua News Agency and the
Associated Press of the US during the summer of 1997.” For comparison, read also Alan Knight and
Yoshiko Nakano (eds.) Reporting Hong Kong. foreign media and the handover (Richmond: Curzon
Press, 1999).



the light ot anti-colonialism. They sce the restoration of Chinese sovereignty over
Hong Kong as an act ol immense historical importance. evidence ol their ability (o
stand up against powerlul nations of the world (many of which were colonial powers
in the past). They have to answer to the “righteous™ call ol patriotism and such a stand
is non-negotiable. But having read so much about post-modernism and
deconstructionism, one might wonder it such a patriotic call is just another political
myth or meta-narrative used Lo prop up a lailing socialist order in China.” Or that
their “righteousness™ is a scheme o hide the reality of forcelully re-colonizing Hong
Kong. Indeed it is how some Hong Kong writers have seen the case.*® The
“emptiness” of Hong Kong’s re-unification with China is the focus of Lu Dequan who
has the following to say: “Hong Kong’s colonialism was originally not a good thing
and Hong Kong’s return to Chinese rule was not something really bad. Hong Kong
should have been democratized during the process of decolonization. But Hong
Kong’s quest for a democratic re-unification was taken by the Chinese government as
an act of confrontation, and the democrats were regarded as the accomplices of the
Hong Kong-British government. In the face of this kind of re-unification and returning
to this kind of China, British colonialism has suddenly been transformed into the basis
of Hong Kong’s prosperity and the treasure of Hong Kong citizens’ liberty. All kinds
of happy-go-lucky colonial life-styles, authoritarian bureaucratic and legal systems,
and care-free laissez-faireism are mystified as the sacred and unalienable Hong Kong
characteristics. ..In the face of the homogenization of China and Hong Kong, we have

stopped our dreams and imaginations on the future of Hong Kong and China.”*!

The reading on post-colonialism has also been helpful as a pointer of direction
for my thesis. Following are some of the observations worth noting. Most colonies
(though excluding Hong Kong) gained their independence after the Second World
War, but colonial influence on these ex-colonies did not simply disappear. A continual
study of post-colonial Hong Kong is inherently important in this aspect. The lingering

etfects of colonialism find their place even in the domain ol history writing. In writing

¥ For the use of the “nationalism card” such as the “past glories of China” and ~“Confucianism” (o prop
up the Chinese regime. see Jenner, p.168.

* For one outstanding voice, sce Kwok Nai-wang, Zai zhilua bianyuan de Xianggang [Hong Kong on
the brink of recolonization] (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Christian Institute, 1996). All subsequent
Chinese translations are mine unless otherwise stated.

*'' Lu Dequan. Polun — cipo jiaguo huiguimeng |Bursting discourse: bursting the myth of the national
unification] (Hong Kong: Xianggang Renwen Kexue Chubanshe). p.6.



about the colonial period, emphases have traditionally been placed on the activitics

and the importance of the colonial masters. In the case of Hong Kong, the works of
G.R. Sayer and G.B. Endacou™ are representative. The chapters of their books are
arranged chronologically with the names of the Hong Kong governors leading the way.
This tendency persists up to the year 1997 with the publication of the histories on Sir
Henry Pottinger and Chris Patten.*> To these western historians, all important events
still evolve around the personalities of the governors, as if everything should naturally

gravitate towards them.

In colonial historiography, the colonized peoples were described as subjects
“influenced” or “enlightened” by colonialism. They could only “react” to the colonial
impact. Post-colonial history writing begins by questioning the above assumptions. It
tries to expose the “experience” ot colonialism, questioning the validity of the
“importance” of the colonial masters and institutions. It attempts to criticize the
hollowness and shallowness of colonial rule, and aims to build up historical
perspectives of the colonized peoples. It attacks the continuing intluence of
neo-colonialism on these ex-colonial independent states. With a strong sense of
nationalism, some of these post-colonial and indigenous historians have tried to
“restore their own history, language, culture and ethnicity with a hope of creating their

new futures.”** The restoration of indigenous history is most important:

For the marginalized and oppressed in particular, whose histories have been
erased by power, it becomes all the more important to recapture or remake the
past in their etforts to render themselves visible historically, as the very struggle

to become visible presupposes a historical identity.**

It seems to me that the efforts of some indigenous Hong Kong historians

*2 G.R. Sayer, Hong Kong 1841-1862: birth, adolescence and coming of age (Flong Kong: Hong Kong
University Press, 1980, reprint of 1937 edition); G.R. Sayer. Hong Kong 1862-1919: vears of
discretion (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1975); G.B. Endacott. A history of Hong Kong
(Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1972; (irst published 1958).

3 George Pottinger, Sir Henry Pottinger: the first governor of Hong Kong (New York: St. Martin's
Press, 1997); Jonathan Dimbleby, The last governor: Chris Patten and the handover of Hong Kong
(London: Little Brown & Co., 1997).

* A. Dirlik, “The past as legacy and project: postcolonial criticism in the perspective of indigenous
historicism”, American Indian Culture and Research Journal, 20.2 (1996), p.9.

* Dirlik, p.16.
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(noticeably Steve Tsang and Ming K. Chan'®) are targeted towards such a restoration.
A Hong Kong historical consciousness has developed (rom a critical reaction both
against Sayer’s and Endacott’s colonial (or colonialist) approach to the history of
Hong Kong and against Mainland Chinese “patriotic” historiography. My research

will trace how this consciousness has emerged and the implications behind it.

The writings 6f most post-colonial historians tend to focus on four major tasks:
(1) to deconstruct colonialist discourses, (2) to reconstruct the losses of the colonized,
(3) to reject the European grand narratives of modernization, and (4) to elevate the

often fragmentary, local, subjugated and subaltern nature of the colonized peoples.

In terms of deconstructing colonialist discourses, the achievements of Edward
Said (in his critique of “Orientalism”) have been path-breaking. “Orientalism” is a
body of knowledge produced by texts and institutional practices.’” These texts were
produced essentially by western scholars trained in European universities and
academies. The “Orient” (under which rubric I would include both China and Hong
Kong) is seen and hence defined by Western scholarship and epistemology. In the
Orientalist definition of India, for instance, colonial India was represented in binary
opposition terms vis-a-vis Britain (representing the West): India was emotional and
spiritual whereas Britain was rational and materialist. India was unable to change and
reform itself and it therefore justified British conquest and rule in the name of
enlightening and uplifting India. Only the British Orientalists “knew” India and were
thus in the position empowered to “guide” her: knowledge is power. Orientalist
knowledge became one of Britain’s technologies of rule. In dealing with the history of

colonialism, Prakash argues that the post-colonial historical perspective should be one

not only to document its record of domination but also to track the failures,
silences, displacements, and transformations produced by its functioning; not

only to chronicle the functioning of Western dominance and resistances to it, but

* Steve Tsang, Hong Kong: appointment with China (London & New York: I.B. Tauris. 1997); Ming
K. Chan (ed.). Precarious balance: Hong Kong between China and Britain, 1842-1992 (Hong Kong:
Hong Kong University Press, 1994); Ming K. Chan (ed.), The challenge of Hong Kong's reintegration
with China (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1997).

T See also Gyan Prakash, “Writing post-orientalist histories of the Third World: perspectives from
Indian historiography”, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 32.2 (1990). p.384.
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e ;= 5 . - 48 el
to mark those (subaltern™) positions and knowledges that could not be properly

recognized and named., only ‘normalized.” by colonial discourses. ™

My intention is to make use ol appropriate post-colonialist expositions of Edward
Said, Gyan Prakash and others as powerful tools to dethrone and critique colonialism
and colonialist histories. The first use of post-colonial discourses, argues Robert
Young, is to question Western (and all other colonial) knowledge’s categories and

. 50
assumptions.

(O) Implications of Postmodernism and Postcolonialism on the Writing of Hong Kong

History

The case of Hong Kong's decolonization is particularly interesting and relevant
here. China tried her utmost to “write”, “explain” and “‘define” Hong Kong long
before the changeover date of July 1, 1997. The five books constituting the Series on
the Return of Hong Kong published by Xinhua Chubanshe in 1996 will be one of my
research focal points.5 ' In the preface of all five books, it claims, with the act of
restoring Hong Kong to China, to cleanse the humiliations of more than a hundred
years the Chinese race has suffered. The Chinese writing of Hong Kong history
(among other things) is carried out with that historical task as the guiding spirit. The
political units responsible for the writing of Hong Kong history include the Hong

Kong Section of the Xinhua News Agency, the Hong Kong-Macao Research Institute

48 “Subaltern” is defined as those of inferior rank, those groups in society who are subject to the
hegemony of the ruling classes. In the Indian context, it refers to the subordination of groups in terms
of class, caste, age, gender or office. Subaltern historiography hence works against colonial and
traditional historiographies which focus on the elites. See Bill Ashcroft and others (eds.) Key concepts
in post-colonial studies (1.ondon & New York: Routledge. 1998), pp.215-219. For the “subaltern”
perspective in Indian historiography. see Ranajit Guha (ed.) Selected subaltern studies (New York:
Oxford University Press. 1988), Donna Landry & Gerald Maclean (eds.) The Spivak reader (New York
& London: Routledge, 1996), Dipesh Chakrabarty, “A small history of subaltern studies” in Henry
Schwarz and Sangeeta Ray (eds.) A companion to postcolonial studies (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), and
Diana Brydon (ed.) Postcolonialism: critical concepts, v.4 (London & New York: Routledge, 2000).
The “subaltern™ approach to Hong Kong historiography. though interesting in itself, should be the
subject-matter of a different PhD thesis.

* Gyan Prakash, After colonialism: imperial histories and postcolonial displacements (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1995), p.6.

U Robert Young. White mythologies: writing history and the West (London and New York. Routledge,
1990). p.11.

1 The five books are: Liu Shuyong, Xianggang de lishi [The history of Hong Kong); Wang Jencheng,
Xianggang de huigui [The return of Hong Kong]: Zhou Yizhi. Xianggang de wenhua [The culture of
Hong Kong): and the two volumes of Xianggang de jingji [The economy of Hong Kong] by Chen Duo
and Cai Chimeng. All the books are published in Beijing by Xinhua chubanshe, 1996.
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of the Hong Kong-Macao Olflice of China’s State Department, and the Hong Kong
History Group of the Second Research Unit (History of Sino-Foreign Relations) of the
Modern History Research Institute in the Chinese Academy ol Social Sciences.™ It is
to be expected that China will continue to “write” and “define” Hong Kong in order to
delimit its autonomy and thus to rule over it. One interesting leature of this
Sino-centric Hong Kong history is that it no longer uses the “class” analysis or
viewpoint in describing the process (or “‘struggle”) of incorporating Hong Kong.
Probably, “class” analysis was not in vogue in China by the 1990s. The united front
consideration had assumed a much greater importance. The capitalists and
entrepreneurs with ethnic Chinese background (i.e. the big bourgeoisie in communist
terminology) in the Colony have, therefore, been given a very warm and welcoming
embrace, most probably because they are targets of pragmatic collaboration.™ It
might be that the Chinese Communist Party and the Hong Kong Capitalists are very
much the same in terms of their political conservatism. Both would like to curtail any
real opening up of political power to the people. If this is the case, the question will
then be: “Is China, after all, going to be just a re-colonizing power, one who cares less

about its means in achieving its ‘righteous’ patriotic ends?”**

Interestingly, as a counterpoise, the British have also expended great efforts to
“write” (not to “write about”) Hong Kong for the sake of restoring the legitimacy of
her past colonial rule. The personal efforts of Chris Patten in this respect are most
noteworthy. He has completed one book, East and West: China, Power and the
Future ofAsia,5 * and plans to work on two more to make a trilogy of discourses on
his Asian (or “Oriental”, to borrow from Edward Said) encounter. What startles the

readers is perhaps the colonialist apologetics Patten wants o convey:

2 Yu Shengwu & Liu Cunkuan (eds.) Shijiu shiji de Xianggang [Hong Kong in the 19" century)

(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju. 1994), p.5; Yu Shengwu & Liu Shuyong (eds.), Ershi shiji de Xianggang

[Hong Kong in the 20" century| (Hong Kong: Qilin Books, 1995), p.S; Liu Shuyong (ed.). Jianming

Xianggangshi [A concise history of Hong Kong] (Hong Kong: Joint Publishing Co., 1998). p.375: and

Wang Jencheng, Xianggang de huigui [The return of Hong Kong] (Beijing: Xinhua chubanshe. 1996),
.230.

> For this typical case, sce Feng Bangyan, Xianggang huazi caituan 1841-1997 | The Chinese

consortium of Hong Kong 1841-1997] (Hong Kong: Joint Publishing Co., 1997).

** For some of the arguments condemning Mainland Chinese “interference” in Hong Kong affairs, see

Kwok. pp.53-69.

55 Christopher Patten, East and West: China, power, and the fiture of Asia (New York: Random House,

1998).
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[t will always be the greatest regret ol my [Patten’s] public life that though
Britain governed these Chinese men and women [in Hong Kong| very well in
many ways. leaving behind a rich and free society, it fell below the highest
standards ot its colonial record in the very last of its significant colonial
responsibilities [i.e. granting the colony its independence]. The Empire story of
the most humane and well intentioned of the colonial powers—a story that at its
best encompasses scholar-administrators who knew and loved the distant lands
they governed more than the country in whose name they served, the
dissemination across tropical jungles and icy wastes of the impartial clemencies
of the rule of law, the usually peacetul preparations of scores of new countries

(sometimes successfully) as free and plural societies. . .*

The Mainland Chinese certainly disagree, and instead they put forward a list of
“British conspiracies” designed to disrupt the smooth transter of power in the final

years leading up to 1997.7

One of the most interesting arguments proffered by British and Mainland
Chinese historians concerns what makes Hong Kong tick. The British story starts with
the assertion that Hong Kong was originally just “a barren rock” and it was only with
the efforts of the British administration that Hong Kong could be transformed into one
of the greatest and richest metropolitan cities in the world. Real Hong Kong history
begins only when the British came, and the Hong Kong handover to China is thus “the
end of history”, so the argument runs.*® The Chinese, however, definitely dispute the
contributions ol the British. They say that the contributions of the Chinese majority in
Hong Kong were vital and Hong Kong has developed so well because of the support
of the Chinese hinterland. So in a way, historiography has entered the arena of
Sino-British politics and power struggle, and it is interesting to see how the story has

evolved so far and how it might go on into the future.

Both Britain and China have made their voices known but where is Hong Kong’s?

% Patten, pp.xiii-xiv.

7 One such example is Mo Wenzheng, Yingguoren zai Xianggang de vinmou [British conspiracies in
Hong Kong] (Hong Kong: Yewentang Chuban Youxian Gongsi, 1998).

%8 Jeremy Tambling, “The history man: the last governor of Hong Kong”, Public Culture. 9.3 (1997),
p.363.
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What is Hong Kong’s own historical identity? [t is common parlance to say that Hong
Kong is the meeting place of the East and the West and its history is one ol
developing from a lishing village to a thriving metropolis. Hong Kong history is only
a concern for growth and Hong Kong is just an economic entity, so the story (read the
*grand narrative” of Hong Kong history) says. The formula for Hong Kong’s vitality
(and therefore all other successes) used to be “a policy of laissez-faire” and now it is
the magical “one country-two systems.” Both Britain (as the de-colonizing power)
and China (as the re-colonizing power) all feel uncomfortable at the prospect of Hong
Kong as a separate entity, having its own soul. During the Sino-British talks over
Hong Kong (1982-1997), the colony was e¢xcluded from the negotiations. Regardless
of what the Hong Kong residents were thinking, their ideas were to be subsumed by
either the British or the Chinese. The Hongkongese began to question the validity of
this approach. Their political consciousness emerged amidst many question marks and
exclamation marks. Their historical consciousness emerged amidst similar
circumstances: as part of the search of who they are and what will become of them.
History writing is therefore for them an act ol political consciousness, over and above

anything else.

The motivation for studying the post-colonial history (or historiography) of Hong
Kong is not just caused by the need to redress bias and past ignorance.®® We indeed
“know”, or more precisely, we are “led Lo know” quite a lot about Hong Kong, its past,
present and future. The Chinese would say that all will be wonderful if the
Hongkongese faithfully follow the magic formula of “one country-two systems”; and
the Motherland will safeguard the foundations of “stability and prosperity” of this
returning son. The British (at least according to the Patten discourse) would say that

all will be well if and only il the “rule of law” and *liberties” (i.¢. the British legacy)

* Ackbar Abbas, “Hong Kong: other histories, other politics”. Public Culture. 9.3 (1997), p.296.

““ We must also be alert (o the critiques on the limitation of the post-modern and post-colonial schools.
See D.A. Washbrook. “Orient and Occidents: colonial discourse theory and the historiography of the
British Empire” in Robin W. Winks (ed.) The Oxford history of the British Empire V: historiography
(London and New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp.596-611. Evans™ comments on
post-modernist “reading of history” are useful here: “As historians. we clearly cannot recover a single.
unalterably ‘truc’ meaning of a dispatch simply by reading it, on the other hand, we cannot impose any
meaning we wish to on such a text cither. We are limited by the words it contains, words which are not.
contrary (0 what the posunodernists suggest. capable of an infinity of meaning. And the limits which
the language of the text imposes on the possibilities of interpretation are set (0 a large extent by the
original author. Postmodernist theorists are simply being unrealistic here.”” See Richard J. Evans, In
defence of history (London: Granta Books, 1997), p.106.
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arc kept intact. The people ol Hong Kong are given little opportunity to have their say.
but they are trying hard to speak for themselves, through the conscious act of writing
their own history. Hopetully, through this elfort, their once down-trodden and
insignificant existence could be elevated. This is the age of post-modernism and
post-colonialism, and the established centres of privilege, superiority or dominance

are no longer taken for granted. The people of Hong Kong are not strangers in their
own society. Whether they can be real masters depends very much on their
consciousness of mastery over their own house. My research should be a definite

contribution in that dircction.

(D) Organization of the Thesis

Chapter One examines the existence of two grand narratives or national discourses
as retlected in (a) the British colonial historiography and (b) the Mainland Chinese
patriotic historiography. Post-modernism and post-colonialism provide the critical
methodological tools to expose and analyse the layers of overt and hidden meanings
of these two historiographies. The post-modern historical critique works against the
certainty of the centres of historical authority. Historical *““truth” is taken to be
problematic and is open to manipulation by political institutions such as the state. The
language used in history writing retlects many unspoken assumptions, and its
relationship with the content (the text) must be critiqued. Post-colonialism does not
only reveal the spectre of British imperial apologetics in the British history writing of
Hong Kong, it also exposes Mainland China as a re-colonizing power which claims
(in the name of nationalism) to right historical wrongs and injustices. Hong Kong
history hence hecomes the arena in the contest between Britain and China. This thesis
tries to fill the gap of this much neglected field and to prove, amid the rise of local
political identity and consciousness, that an autonomous Hong Kong historical school

is emerging.

Chapter Two explains the main characteristics of British colonial historiography
by showing particularly the moral and political tunctions of history teaching and
learning in the British Empire. Colonial administrators were trained (especially in
Oxford and Cambridge universities) and inculcated with historical lessons of the
Greek and Roman Empires so that they would be infused with a sense ol imperial
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mission to do good to the natives in the colonies. The files and documents these
administrators sent back to the Colonial Office became the most important source of
their history writing ol the colonics, reinforcing a “colonial” perspective or bias of the
subjects. Certainly, colonial historiography, as an adjunct to British imperialism, has

been subject to vigorous critique as a result of decolonization and post-colonialism.

Chapter Three first attempts to show the functions of historiography in traditional
China. The Chinese bureaucrats traditionally used history to sustain the dynasty’s
mandate to rule and hence Chinese historiography was politically conservative.
Communist Chinese historiography reverted the top-heavy emphasis (focusing on the
achievements of emperors and high officials/generals) and hoped to replace it with
“history from below” (the workers, peasants and soldiers) and to include more
non-Han nationalities. The result, however, remains that history writing was made to
serve political demands. The search for historical objectivity and truth was severely
undermined particularly during the Cultural Revolution, when historical allegories
were used unashamedly as tools of political struggles. The revulsion against these
excesses and the opening up of the country since the 1980s have triggered some real
soul-searching among Mainland Chinese historians. A brietf comparison of the British
colonial historiography and the Mainland Chinese historiography is also attempted,

showing many of their common attributes.

Chapter Four focuses attention on the British colonial discourse on writing Hong
Kong history. Starting trom the description of pre-British Hong Kong, this discourse
tried to paint Hong Kong as a small and uninhabited ““barren rock”, remote and
unimportant to China. Regarding the opium issue, the discourse struggled to write it
oft, claiming that the “Opium War” is a misnomer. The discourse is certainly a
reflection of the official viewpoint based primarily (il not exclusively) on colonial
official documents. The importance of the local Hong Kong Chinese were deliberately
blotted out. The British colonial administrators featured prominently in this discourse
and they were portrayed as paternal figures bestowing benevolence and protection on
the local people in Hong Kong. Mutlled in the British colonial historiography, the

native Chinese were essentially deprived of the right to speak their own voices.

Chapter Five tocuses on the Mainland Chinese discourse on writing Hong Kong
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history. The Chinese discourse challenged the basic assumptions ol the British
historiography. Hong Kong was portrayed as a treasured and integral part ol the
Chinese motherland which had been lustfully and illegally seized by the British. The
Chinese discourse tried to expose the evils of the British colonial rule whereby the
locals were heavily exploited and discriminated. Racism was rampant and the British
justice system was shown to exhibit double standards, favouring the British and the
Europeans. Ignoring the political developments in Hong Kong since the 1970s, the
Chinese discourse puts the emphasis on the economic development of the colony.,
claiming that the prosperity ol Hong Kong was essentially due to the ingenuity of the
local Chinese and the economic support of the Mainland. The role of the British
colonial rule was usually played down. Mainland Chinese historiography on Hong
Kong treated the colony most readily in relation to events in Mainland China,
culminating in the eventual re-unification of the “lost son” with the Motherland.

Inconsistencies in this pattern were ignored in the Chinese grand narrative.

Chapter Six brings in Western journalistic writing on Hong Kong history with the
purpose of providing some new perspectives to contrast the official histories [rom
Britain and China. Their criticisms on issues (such as democracy, representation,
honour, responsibility, and patriotism) during the Sino-British negotiations

(1982-1997) exposed the hollowness of both the British and the Chinese discourses.

Chapter Seven shows that at first the Chinese in Hong Kong did not possess a
separate identity and historical consciousness from that of the Mainland. But with the
political separation from 1949, Hong Kong became more and more alienated [rom
China. At the same time, Hong Kong did not feel politically obliged to Britain. The
politics of dilference began to work in the late 1960s, moving through the 1970s with
the rise of an indigenous middle class. From the 1980s these Hong Kong Chinese
began to satirize the Mainland Chinese as bumpkins and mocked the British for
betraying local Hong Kong interests. Hong Kong’s historical consciousness rose in
the process and against the overwhelming British colonial and Chinesc patriotic
discourses. Local Hong Kong historians did not want Hong Kong and its history to be
marginalized. With their bilingual abilitics and rigorous methodological training, they
broke the contines of the old paradigms by emphasising the dynamics of Hong Kong
society. They had also no obsession with either British colonialism or Chinese
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nationalism.

Chapter Eight is a systematic analysis, with reference 10 events (rom about 1830 to
about 1900, of the competing discourses of the British colonial historiography and the
Chinese patriotic historiography. Both sides are found to have used evidence
favourable to their own discourse and wilfully ignored inconvenient data. While
avoiding the opium issue, Britain started to blame China for all the restrictions leading
to the declaration of war in 1840. China argued categorically that Britain was a
“drug-pusher,” intent on ruining China. The Chinese attack continued to question the
legal basis (surrounding the Chuanbi Convention) ot the British occupation of Hong
Kong (in 1841) before the signing of the Treaty of Nanjing in 1842. Britain,
traditionally, took the Chuanbi Convention as valid and binding. Regarding the
Second Opium War, the British thought China had humiliated the British flag and this
had led to the second war. China stated that it was just a continuation of British
aggression. In the dispute over the “Blockade of Hong Kong”, Britain (though not
speaking with one voice only) argued that Hong Kong’s economic freedom was
unreasonably restricted by the action of the Chinese customs service. China reacted by
saying that British Hong Kong was a centre of smuggling, ruining the tax revenues of

the Chinese state.

In the issue regarding the lease of the New Territories, instances of evidence
manipulation are most prominent. China, for example, translated only those parts of
Peter Wesley-Smith’s book (1980 edition) that are useful for legitimating its own
nationalistic discourse, while avoiding the key argument of the author. Wesley-Smith
argued specifically that the “Convention respecting an extension of the Hong Kong
territory”, while unequal in nature, was valid and binding. In the treatment of the
various personalities involved, the Chinese discourse painted a somewhat sentimental
picture, emphasizing the emotional humiliations the Chinese officials had suftered,
none of which were recorded in the British discourse. In the treatment of resistance to
British colonial rule, the British discourse usually played down its significance and
denied Chinese patriotism as a key instigating factor. China, on the other hand, was
emphatic that patriotic resistance against British colonial rule was prevalent among

the Chinese population in Hong Kong.

19



Chapter Ninc is divided into two parts. Part One deals with chronological events
from 1830 to 1900 and gives contending new points on them, especially those of local
Hong Kong historians who have tried to expose the inconsistencies of both the British
colonial and Chinese patriotic historiographies. First the marginality of pre-British
Hong Kong is taken as debatable. Hong Kong might not be a “barren rock” as painted
by the British but it was also not a “treasure island” as the Chinese would have it. On
the sensitive issue of collaboration, it is found that the Chinese migrating to Hong
Kong were neither traitors nor patriots. To the Hong Kong historians, collaboration is
simply not taken as a pejorative term. In the Bread Poisoning Incident of 1857, it is
found that British justice did not really prevail (*“for not hanging the wrong man”), but
was “adjusted” for political reasons. Patriotism was a factor in the 1884 Strike and
Riots but the local Chinese did not respond to China’s call without fearing
intimidation. In the negotiations regarding the New Territories leasehold, Hong Kong
historians found the British behaviour really arrogant, but it is doubtful whether the

British actually and personally humiliated the Chinese officials.

In Part Two, four specific cases are used to show that Hong Kong history is full of
grey areas which are quite inconsistent with both the British and Chinese discourses.
The history of the Tung Wah Hospital shows clearly that the Chinese were not just
pliant and submissive inhabitants in colonial Hong Kong. The colonial government
had to use both carrot and stick in enlisting and controlling the rich and powertul
Chinese merchant class. In the study of class formation in early Hong Kong, the
reality of the social dynamics is unveiled as one of the political supremacy of the
British versus the economic indispensability of the Chinese. In the study of the Hong
Kong-Guangdong links, the Chinese discourse that the Hong Kong Chinese were all
patriotic is overthrown. Equally, the British discourse that Hong Kong was always
stable under British colonial rule is found untenable. In the study of the record of
British colonial rule in Hong Kong, basically, the Hong Kong historians have adopted
an open mind about the subject, hence disputing the rigidity of the grand narratives of
both Britain and China. The chapter concludes with a recapturing ol the key points of
a Hong Kong historical perspective. The Hong Kong historians are careful in handling
the sources and methodologics of historical re-construction. They have subjected all
the key players of Hong Kong history to close scrutiny, with the aim of critically

re-assessing their historical roles. It is a healthy sign of Hong Kong’s growing



intellectual maturity and autonomy.

Chapter Ten gives some concluding remarks to the whole thesis.



Chapter Two — The Tradition of British Colonial Historiography

(A) The Whig Interpretation of History

History has nearly always a didactic function to serve. History is meant not only
just to tell an interesting story but is also designed to express or embody some kind of
underlying moral. The story thus told is either implicitly or explicitly constructed to
fit a particular linc of narrative which the historian wants to impact on the readers. My
intention in the following pages is to focus particularly on the connections between
British historiography and British imperialism/colonialism (the two terms are almost
interchangeable). I would like to see how British history writing, starting from the
Victorian age, served the British Empire or how British imperialism/colonialism

nurtured a particular strain of British historiography.

Among the various strains of British historiography one such tendency has been
coined by Herbert Butterfield as the Whig interpretation of history. British colonial
historians often, subconsciously perhaps, followed this approach — emphasising the
progress and triumph of the British Empire. They would assume that the British had
been achieving only positive things in expanding and ruling their colonies all over the
world. Butterfield defines the Whig interpretation of history thus: “What is discussed
is the tendency in many historians to write on the side of Protestants and Whigs, to
praise revolutions provided they have been successful, to emphasise certain principles
of progress in the past and to produce a story which is the ratification if not the

77'

glorification of the present.

Whig historians thus study the past with reference to the present, the glorious
present.” In the case of the British Empire, historians would emphasise those things
which would illuminate the brightness of British rule overseas and blot out those
things (such as the Indian Mutiny) which would tarnish or question its imperial glory.
In laying out the imperial meta-narrative, there is bound to be a process of selection,

abridgement and hence distortion of the story being told. According to Butterfield,

' H. Butterfield, The Whig interpretation of history (London: G. Bell and Sons Ltd, 1959; first
ublished 1931), p.v.
° Butterfield, p.11.



“The total result ol this method [the Whig interpretation] is to imposce a certain form
upon the whole historical story. and to produce a scheme of general history which is
bound to converge beautilully upon the present — all demonstrating throughout the
ages the workings of an obvious principle of progress, of which the Protestants and
whigs have been the perennial allies while Catholics and tories have perpetually

- - -3
formed obstruction.

The obvious and favoured line of British colonial historiography is to paint an
uninterrupted picture of Empire-Colonies-Dominions-Independence-Commonwealth,
as it it were a matter of course and that nothing was problematic. This line of
historiography does not only influence Britain alone; a similar report on American

universities in 1966 reflected an interesting picture:

As university catalogues and syllabi from courses oftered in the field through the
1950’s indicate, British Empire-Commonwealth history as taught in the United
States has shown three marked tendencies. Imperial studies were chiefly
administrative, constitutional, and geographical, with the history of exploration
and of war playing slightly smaller roles. Courses were constructed along
Whiggish lines, the history of each then-member of the Commonwealth being
traced chronologically [rom settlement to independence, in succession, usually
beginning with Canada and ending with India, creating the impression that the
chief significance of such studies lay in the progressive, basically similar, and
generally natural paths to independent status taken by each nation. There was a
noticeable lack of comparison with other Imperial structures or of regard for the
effect of imperialism on the indigenous peoples of the arcas acquired. Narrative
rather than analysis dominated. People (and their administration) rather than

problems were studied or memorized.*

British colonial history is first and foremost written from the administrator’s
point of view. According to Philip Curtin, “Since Imperial action was initially

legislative, constitutional, and administrative, these things attracted the first attention

? Butterfield, p.12. See also pp.22-29 for the dangers of selection in history.
* Robin W. Winks (¢d.) The historiography of the British Empire-Conmmonwealth: trends,
interpretations, and resources (Durham: Duke University Press, 1966), p.523.
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of policy makers. They also attracted historians.” Viceroys, governors, generals,
admirals and their exploits received a definite priority. They triumphed in bringing
“law and order™ to the conquered regions and bestowed them with British civilization
and institutions, all supposedly for the benelit of the indigenous peoples. On this point
of “law and order”, Max Belolf has tried o argue. though a bit apologetically: “What
united imperialists was the belief that order in the sense of known laws actively
enforced was a good in itself, and achieving this was far more significant for them
than the hope of personal gain. There were many easier ways of making money than
acting as the overseas representative of the Crown at any level from royal governor to
local magistrate or district officer. Whether. in particular cases, trade followed the flag
or the flag followed trade is always a proper subject for argument, but the core of
empire was not profit but governance.”® Beloff continues to argue that the British
Empire was characterized by its deeply civilian ruling institutions.” Many colonial
historians, in a similar vein, want to play down the importance of the economic
motives of British imperialism. D.K. Fieldhouse, in particular, argues that imperialism
cannot only be explained in terms of economic theory. His conclusion is that “[t]he
link between economics and empire was not...necessary and immediate but

coincidental and indirect.””®

But little or nothing has been mentioned of the flimsiness of imperial pretexts in
wars of conquest or expansion. The embarrassing origins of British rule (in India for
example) are invariably de-emphasised. Or as in the case of Hong Kong, the opium
issue as a cause of the war between Britain and China is portrayed as a matter of trade
conflict rather than as a hideous drug. The British discourse has it that the colonies
had to be put under British rule because the indigenous peoples were considered to be
inferior (racially, culturally or by any other British standards) and therefore unfit to
govern themselves. Dominion status is problematic because it was given only to the
white colonies and the question of Indian autonomy (let alone independence) was

often sidestepped. Independence granted to the non-white colonies was more a matter

5 P.D. Curtin. “The British Empire and Commonwecalth in recent historiography” in I5.C. Furber (ed.)
Changing views on British history (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1966), p.382.

& M. Belofl, “Empire reconsidered.” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth Historv, 27.2:13-26
(1999). p.22.

7 Beloff, p.23.

$ See D.K. Ficldhouse, Economics and Empire 1830-1914 (Ithaca: Comell University Press, 1973).
p.464,



of last-minute political expediency rather than the result of conscious and carelul
planning. The Commonwecalth was not necessarily welcomed and joined by all the
members of the ex-British colonies. [nconsistencies o the pattern of “orderly
decolonisation”™ were generally brushed aside or ignored. Both the Whig historians
(and British colonial historians) tend to draw conclusions that are to their special
liking. To give a final quote from Butterlicld: “The [Whig] historian like every other
specialist is quick to over-step the bounds of his subject and elicit from history more
than history can really give; and he is for ever tempted to bring his stories to a
conclusiveness and his judgments to a finality that are not warranted by either the
materials or the processes of his research. Behind all the fallacies of the whig
historian there lies the passionate desire to come to a judgment of values, to make
history answer questions and decide issues and to give the historian the last word in a
controversy.”® British colonial historians usually served as sentinels to the Empire
and the last word is certainly British imperial glory. Once the Empire came to an end,

then the establishment of the Commonwealth was often used as a face-saver.

(B) The Didactic Use of History

The use of history in justifying British colonialism has been obvious. Of the
Victorian historians, John Seeley (in his Expansion of England, 1883) was most

prominent in pronouncing his stand:

It is a favourite maxim of mine that history, while it should be scientific in its
method, should pursue a practical object. That is, it should not merely gratily the
reader’s curiosity about the past, but modify his view of the present and his
tforecast of the future. Now if this maxim be sound, the history ol England ought
to end with something that might be called a moral. .. They [Holland and Sweden]
were once greal, but the conditions of their greatness have passed away, and they
now hold a secondary place. Their interest in their own past is therefore either
sentimental or purely scientitic; the only practical lesson of their history is a

lesson of resignation. But England has grown steadily greater and greater,

’ Butterficld, pp.64-65.
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absolutely at least il not always relatively.'”

Seeley worked hard to perpetuate the idea of British greatness. In his lectures at
Oxford, he urged his students to take up the challenge of studying history as a
patriotic duty: “It [History] deals with facts of the largest and most momentous kind,
with the causes of the decay and growth of Empires, with war and peace, with the
sufferings or happiness of millions. It is by this consideration that I merge history in
politics. [ tell you that when you study English history you study not the past of
England only, but her future. It is the welfare of your country, it is your whole interest
as citizens, that is in question while you study history.”"" Seeley was overly
nationalistic (showing in part the German influence on British historiography in
general'?), claiming that “history is not concerned with individuals except in their
capacity as members of a State.”"” His audience were not ordinary citizens; they were
the prospective administrators of the state of “Greater Britain”, the term he favoured
to stand for the British Empire: “The ultimate object of all my teaching here is to
establish this fundamental connection, to show that politics and history are only
different aspects of the same study... Politics are vulgar when they are not liberalised
by history, and history fades into mere literature when it loses sight of its relation to
practical politics. In order to show this clearly, it has seemed to me a good plan to
select a topic which belongs most evidently to history and to politics at once. Such a

topic pre-eminently is Greater Britain.”"*

The observations of Christopher Parker can be useful in summing up Seeley’s

historiographical approach, emphasising the inter-connections ot history, nation and
God:

What did all this mean in terms of Secley’s attitudes to historical writing and
teaching”? He believed that God’s purpose was revealed to and through nations

and their leaders, not as individuals but as groups. He believed that history was a

" . Seeley, The expansion of England (London: Macmillan, 1904 [irst published 1883), p. 1.

""" Seeley. pp.201-202.

2 Many British historians in the Victorian age used the German concepl of “Zeitgeist” in explaining
the rise and fall of nations, see David Newsome. The Victorian world picture: perceptions and
introspections in an age of change (London: John Murray, 1997), pp.165-166.

' Sceley. pp.7-8.

'* Sceley. pp.192-193.
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suitable education for such leadership groups: he believed ina “clerisy’. He
wanted “to idealise the nation and lamiliarise it in its unity to the minds of its
members.” Both church and nation were ideas ol God; modern nationalism was
the most developed expression of God’s will and thus national churches were
integral parts of this purpose... As a Broad Churchman, he wanted people to see
that ‘the true Bible of every nation is its national history” for it was through the
modern nation state that man could relate to God. He saw the Empire as a

Greater Britain..."”

Historians like Seeley were insistent on writing history for the sake of the
nation-state and empire. Apart from their patriotism, was there some other political
agenda to serve? Would such an insistence serve the interests of the academic
historians as a prolessional group? Here the observations of Passmore and others are

noteworthy:

Historians are perhaps most significant in influencing the ideas of the ruling
classes, or rather parts of them, for it is often forgotten that along with academics
more generally, historians themselves constitute a privileged interest group. The
profession is not therefore simply a transmission belt for a dominant ideology,
for it also defends its own special interests: without necessarily calling into
question their value as a means of making sense of historical evidence, the
techniques used by historians constitute a form of protessional closure.
Historians will therefore invest dominant views of the past with their own
intonation, and will do so in response to the intrinsic demands ol their
methodologices, their own prolessional interests, and in the context of wider

social and political strugglcs.'(’

If historians could influence politicians, their own views (with their added
intonation) would be respected. Better still, it they became political leaders or
administrators themselves, they could exercise power to reinforce their original
profession. Believing that they understood the historical trends and hence of what the

future might hold, the historians-turned-administrators often had a strong sense of

15 C. Parker, The English historical tradition since 1850 (Edinburgh: John Donald, 1990). p.67.
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mission. They believed that they were morally obliged to carry out their “historical

mission.”

(C) Oxford and Empire

The Victorian generation of historians and history students were similar to John
Seeley in their sense of mission regarding Empire and the world. They were there
“not only to proclaim the Christian gospels, but also to civilize peoples of a totally
different culture by the inculcation of Western standards and ethics.”'” An in-depth
study of the tertiary establishment, particularly of Oxford University, is revealing. The
bulk of the 19" century British ruling class came from established universities like
Oxford and Cambridge. Oxford was of particular importance because there were more
Oxford men in positions to decide and implement British imperial policies.'® The
training then in Oxford and Cambridge focused on producing a ruling elite for the
British Empire — graduates were to be posted anywhere and everywhere to govern (in

Britain itself or in overseas colonies).

According to Richard Symonds, Oxford contributed variously to the British
Empire. First and foremost, it forged an imperial philosophy or attitude: “In this the
teaching of the Classics had an important place. The lessons of the history of the
Greek city states were often applied to relations between Britain and the old
Dominions, whilst in the government ol dependent territories comparisons were
frequently made with Rome.”" It was argued that an accurate knowledge of the texts
of Greek and Latin history, philosophy and literature (all considered as eternally and
universally applicable) would prepare the Oxford graduates for their elite governing
roles.” “The Platonic virtues of loyalty, courage, responsibility and truthfulness were
admirably suited to Imperial administration,” remarked Symonds.?' Finally, with this

vigorous (ideological) training, Oxford graduates would go out to various parts of the

16 K. Passmore (with Stefan Berger and Mark Donovan). “[listorians and the nation-state: some
conclusions” in S. Berger, M. Donovan & K. Passmore (eds.) Writing national histories: Western
Europe since 1800 (London and New York: Routledge. 1999), p.283.

7 Newsome, p.134.

'8 R. Symonds, Oxford and Empire: the last lost cause ? (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991; first
published 1986). p.2.

' Symonds, p.1.

® Symonds, p.31.

' Symonds, p.32.



British Lmpire, exercising their influence as “administrators, tcachers and
missionaries and on the institutions which they founded.”* There was one network of
Oxford graduates, the Balliol network, most worthy of [ame. Benjamin Jowelt as
Master ot Balliol (1870-1893) was reputed in “spotting young men of talent, inspiring
them with a sense of duty and ambition, and giving them an education which enabled
them to perform brilliantly in the new system which he had helped to devise by which
written competition replaced patronage as the means of entry to Government
Service.”** Jowett once remarked, rather humourously, that “he would like to govern

the world through his pupils.”**

Certainly, the Oxford men were confident in fulfilling this world-governing
mission, which might turn out to be rather self-gratifying. “There has never been
anything so great in the world’s history as the British Empire, so great an instrument
for the good of humanity. We must devote all our energies to maintaining it,” Lord
Curzon, Viceroy of India (1899-1905), was quoted as saying.>* J.A. Froude, Regius
Professor of Modern History (1892-94), believed that the indigenous peoples in the
British colonies were mostly of an inferior race and they “needed a century or two of
wise paternal British administration and were totally unfitted for British

institutions.”*®

As a result there was no need to bestow the British system of
representation on them, some form of gubernatorial dictatorship being more

appropriate for them.

In order to popularize this form ol colonial history, some Oxford historians
produced textbooks for schools and a wider audience. The most successful among
them was the History of England by C.R.L. Fletcher and Rudyard Kipling, published
in 1911. There the condition of the colonies was described in a favourable light, from
the British point of view: “In Canada we [the British] had really little difficulty in
making good [riends with our new French subjects, tor they hated and (eared the
pushing Americans... In Australia we had nothing to fear but a few miserable blacks

who could hardly usc even bows and arrows in a tight... The hatred between British

2 Symonds. p.1.

3 Symonds, p.27.
* Symonds. p.28.
» Symonds, p.36.
*¢ Symonds. p.50.
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and Dutch [in South Alrica] is now almost a thing ol the past... [n other Alrican
colonies the natives everywhere welcome the mercy and justice ol our rule.”?’
Fletcher and Kipling continue to congratulate the benefits of British imperial rule:
“Our rule [in India] has been infinitely to the good of all the 330 millions of the
different races... and if our rule was taken away for a moment the Afghans would
swoop down and slay and enslave them... Egypt and the Sudan also enjoy justice and
mercy which they have not known since the fall of the Roman Empire.”** In The
British Empire: A Short History (1921) written by another Oxford don, J.W. Bulkeley,
the idea was put forward that the British Empire was an “adventure attempted to

educate the world in self-government.”*’

This line of colonial historiography was crowned in The Cambridge History of
the British Empire (eight volumes, variously published in the 1920s and 1930s).
Ronald Robinson describes it as a ““classic historiographical monument to Seeleyan
unity of organic empire.”*® The standpoint of this series was unmistakably
Anglo-centric with the contributors fixing “their gaze on imperial policy,
constitution-making, and administration, and on the projected activities of British
Government, as if the organic imperial state had already come into being to do
everything of significance in these countries while their indigenous inhabitants
slept. .. The tropical dependencies, vastly enlarged since Seeley’s day, were also
presumed inorganically to have no history except that given them by their [British]

PRI |
rulers.”

The great use ol history in British colonialism made it almost a surrogate religion,

for the British colonial administrators in particular. In the words of Reba Solfer,

Unlike the sciences, which competed with religion by revealing an essentially
rational and sclf-explanatory world, history provided an accommodating bridge

between sccular and religious convictions. By the 1870s, historians had lelt

C.R.L. Fetcher & R. Kipling. History of England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1911). p.238.
Fletcher & Kipling. p.242.

J.W. Bulkeley. The British Empire: a shoint history (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1921). p.209.

R. Robinson, “Oxford in imperial historiography” in E. Madden and D.K. Fieldhouse (eds.) Oxford
and the idea of Commonwealth (London & Canberra: Croom Helm, 1982). p.33.

' Robinson, p.33.
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behind an arbitrary Calvinist God, punitively intervening in human life, o
assume instead that God was a reasonable Englishman who encouraged
individuals to make themsclves and their society conform more to His
benevolent and meliorist will. Encouraged by their belief that the study of
English history was uniquely successlul in developing character and institutions,
and sustained by the conviction that God was on their side, idealistic university

graduates set out Lo recreate the greater world in their own image.*

This group of university graduates (and hence would-be colonial administrators
if they so chose) from Oxford and Cambridge became a very tight core of elites. Their
elitism and core-group identity were reinforced in the small-circle atmosphere of the

universities. The observations of Softer are useful again:

Very tew university [history] teachers attempted to discover or master a special,
unexplored subject. Specialized inquiry continued to play a very limited role
because college teachers were too overburdened with personal supervision of
students, teaching, and examining to attempt original research. Instead, their
select organization of knowledge in examinations,'lectures, tutorials, and
textbooks became in itself a venerable tradition transmitted from one generation
to another. Moreover, research, writing, and teaching depended upon the
narrowest institutional acceptance within a small academic world generally

indifferent to external standards of approval or disapproval.”

[t was a real ivory tower nurturing an upper class of rulers. They were often aloof
to outside criticism because they had their own sense of value and judgement, but
they presumed an air of aristocratic duty towards the “down-trodden” and the colonial
inhabitants. They were certainly conservative but one could hardly question their
sense of civic and imperial responsibility. Ronald Hyam has studied a subgroup
among these clites, namely, the Colonial Oftice (CO). The CO oflicials were

described as exhibiting an air of snobbery and a sense of superiority. They loathed

2 Reba N Softer, Discipline and power: the university, history and the making of an English elite
1870-1930 (Stantord & Cambridge: Stanford University Press, 1994), p.9.
** Soffer, pp.26-27.
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many ol the white commercial lcaders in the colonies. ™ According to Stephen
Constantine, “There was a suspicion in the [Colonial] office that trade and finance
could be a disturbing factor in a colony. While colonial governments had an interest in
increasing their taxable revenues, rapid economic change, it was thought, would upset
established social and political order. There was also the prejudice felt by many
members of the administrative middle class in government service against
businessmen and sordid profit-making.”** To both Hyam and Constantine, the CO
officials had a strong sense of trusteeship towards the indigenous population in the
colonies.™® The problem remains how these officials interpreted this key concept of
trusteeship, i.e. how they defined the true interests of the indigenous peoples and how

they resolved the crisis if indigenous interests clashed with imperial interests.

(D)_Problem of Sources and Interpretations

Generally speaking, imperial interests and imperial viewpoints are served and
sustained by the official records of the British Empire. As mentioned earlier, British
colonial history is essentially an administrator’s history and the British historians tend
to record events of importance by exploring and organizing the archives of the various
public institutions, and certainly those of the Public Record Office. Thomas Richards

has some revealing observations:

From all over the globe the British collected information about the countries they
were adding to their map. They surveyed and they mapped. They took censuses,
produced statistics. They made vast lists of birds. Then they shoved the data they
had collected into a shifting series of classifications... The Empire was too far
away, and the bureaucrats of Empire had to be content to shuftle papers. This
paper shuftling, however, proved to have great influence. It required keeping
track, and keeping track of keeping track. It required some kind of archive for it
all. Unquestionably the British Empire was more productive of knowledge than

any previous empire in history... In a very sense theirs was a paper empire: an

* R. Hyam. “The Colonial Oftice mind 1900-1914,” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History.
8.1:30-55 (1979), pp.39-41.

%S, Constantine, The making of British colonial development policy 1914-1940 (London: Frank Cass,
1984), p.18.

* Hyam, p.49 and Constantine, p.18.



cmpire built on a series ol flimsy pretexts that were always becoming texts.”

The Colonial Office and the Foreign Office were most busy in shuffling these
texts for the sake of administering the empire. The interpretations of the historical
events are therefore shaped and constrained by the texts as historical sources, though
these sources are not without their own value, provided that they are used in

conjunction with other existing non-official records. Constantine has remarked that:

The official mind [as recorded in government documents] was not entirely
cocooned and self-contained and might be alfected by factors not immediately
apparent [rom official records. Government departments were ultimately
accountable to Parliament and might be influenced by the mood of M.Ps.
Ministers were in addition not insensitive to the interests ot their political parties.
The lobbying of pressure groups might also be influential, while general political
and economic conditions and the currents of intellectual and cultural change
could also leave their mark. Such influences are often more implicit than explicit
in the decisions taken and in the records left behind. Reference is therefore made
to a wider range of contemporary material and to certain secondary sources in

order, hopefully, to illuminate the nuances left in the official records.”®

I would like to use a few examples to illustrate my point, the first one being
Hong Kong. [n Hong Kong under Imperial rule, 1912-1941 (published in 1987), one
might expect the author (N.J. Miners, incidentally an Oxford graduate) to include a
study or an overview of the society of Hong Kong in the said period, judging from the
title of the book. But instead, half of the book (six out of thirteen chapters, two being
The History of Hong Kong 1911-1941 and Conclusion) talks about administrative
aspects. The chapters are respectively: “The Colonial Office”, “The Governor and the
Executive Council”, “The Legislative Council and the Control of Legislation”, “The
Public Service”, “Finance”, and *“The Structure of Government”. The remaining live
chapters focus on how the UK and Hong Kong governments impacted on the mui tsai

(bonded girl-servants) system, the regulation of prostitution and the control of opium.

37 T, Richards, The imperial archive: knowledge and the fantasy of empire (LLondon and New York:
Verso, 1993). pp.3-.
%% Constantine, p.6.
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Specitically, Miners hopes to “examine the extent of the influence exerted on the
administration of Hong Kong by the British government during the 30 years between
the Chinese revolution of 1911 and the Japanese invasion of 1941.°% [t is most likely
that the production of this vantage point is the result of the historical sources Miners
used. He admitted that his study *“is based largely upon the official records of the
Hong Kong government and in particular upon the correspondence between the
successive Governors and the Colonial Office, which is preserved in the Public

’74()

Record Oftice in London.”™" Miners tries o argue that the various Hong Kong

governors had been given a wide measure of discretion in governing the colony, with
the best interests of the colony in mind.*" It is certainly open to debate whether that

was really the case.

The competing interpretations of Indian history are also illustrative. Up to the
1960s, the bulk of published volumes of Indian history was probably written by
English historians, according to Robert Crane.*? He continues to say that there were
certain biases in these works: “Part of that bias, doubtless, resulted simply from the
importation of European attitudes into work on India’s past. Other parts reflected an
undue reliance on the high intellectual tradition, a tendency to put too much reliance —
especially for the period of British Indian history — upon official sources and official
viewpoints, and an emphasis on purely political or quasi-dynastic history. Some of the
best-known volumes in the history of India reflect a narrow approach to the subject of
history, stressing what the rulers were doing, who fought which battles, when
such-and-such a river was crossed.” On the specific issue of the Indian Mutiny, the
British administration “preferred to draw a veil of silence” or to offer “its own olficial
version of or justification for events.” In opposition to the British, many Indian
historians have tended “to glorify the alleged virtues of India’s past civilization and to

deprecate all that the English did”, believing that India was a land of milk and honey,

* From the jacket of N.J. Miners’ book. Hong Kong under Imperial rule, 1912-1941(Hong Kong:
Oxford University Press, 1987).

* Miners, p.2.

*!' Miners. pp.278-284.

** R. Crane, “India” in R.W. Winks (ed.) The listoriography of the British Empire-Commonwealth:
trends, interpretations, and resources (Durham: Duke University Press, 1966). p.360.

* Crane, p.361.

* Crane, p.361.
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“pelore the English came. ™
The competing interpretations of Indian history are well summarised by Curtin:

Indian historians belore the First World War took one line while British
historians of India took another. Indian historians featured repressive aspects of
British rule, the sins ol administration, and Indian rébellions against it. British
historians, on the other hand, scemed to write a history of, for, and sometimes by
the administration. Constitutional, political, and legal developments were given
special importance. The administrative actions of the rulers were emphasized at
the expense of the social consequences they produced among the ruled. Although
there were exceptions to all these tendencies, the British raj was too often
represented as the end of the long road of Indian history, rather than merely the

latest of a series of epochs — and one that would also pass away in time.*®

Curtin also comments on the search for national identity in Australasian

historiography, before the challenge of post-colonialism, to be sure:

Both [Australia and New Zealand] showed an early optimism about the future, a
belief that they were creating a nation in a desired image. In Australia it was the
image of material welfare, fair shares, and nearly classless society. In New
Zealand it was that of a newer and better England in the southern seas, leading a
charmed life free from the ills of the Old World... A great deal of early
Australasian history was, following this belief, something of a success story.
Settlers came, defeated hardships, and made a new life for themselves. Miners
came looking for gold and ended by founding a democracy. If the Maori Wars
were forgotten by most or covered over by pride in a later and more successtul
‘native policy,” so were the “bad old days” of convict settlement either forgotten

. . . . 47
or taken to have little intfluence on the new Australia that was emerging.

Certainly, this kind of colonizer’s history is rejected by the indigenous peoples in

* Crane, p.362.
46 .

Curtin, p.391.
¥ Curtin, p.388.
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Australia and New Zealand. Arguing from a post-colonial stand, Linda Tuhiwai Smith
puts it squarcly: “We have often allowed our “histories” to be told and have then
become outsiders as we heard them being retold” and the indigenous peoples have “to
learn new names [or our own lands.”™® Smith wants nothing from “them”, the

European outsiders: “We did not ask, need or want to be ‘discovered’ by Europe.”™

(E) The Characteristics ol British Colonial Historiography

From the late 19" century up to the Second World War, British imperial or
colonial history was written from the metropolitan point of view. These historians
tried to show how Britain established her political and economic control over the less
developed parts of the world and then incorporated them into the British Empire.
Once established, the empire became the dominant factor (the so-called imperial
factor) in both the metropolis and the dependencies. The latter and their histories
would lose their autonomy and be absorbed into the grand imperial scheme,
everything being decided in London. Under this scheme, historians would continue to
pursue an understanding of the following four items: the causes of British expansion,
the process of British empire-building, the organization of the British empire, and
finally the costs and benefits. These historians would generally (though sometimes
with some reservations) agree that what the British Empire had been bestowing on the

world was positive. Both Britain and Greater Britain enjoyed the benetits. ™

Decolonization after the Second World War has exposed the fallacies of this
historiographical approach. Metropolitan Britain has to survive on its own without the
empire and the dependencies. The dependencies have to write their own history so as
to build up their post-colonial national identitics. Their previous marginality has to be
righted so that they can stand in their own right. The writing of competing historics
has begun. Many indigenous historians have tried to show that Britain and the

imperial factor was a delaying (it not a negative) factor lor their national and

* LT, Smith, Decolonizing methodologies: research and indigenous peoples (London & New York:
Zed Books. 1999), p.33.

* Smith, p.24.

* The paragraph is assisted by the ideas of David Ficldhouse, “Can humpty-dumpty be put together
again? Imperial history in the 1980s”, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 12.2:9-23
(1984), pp.9-11.
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cconomic development. To them, “imperial history becomes anti-imperial history.”"'
In the past, many of the colonies were described as having no history of their own
before British rule. Now the indigenous and anti-colonial historians argue that there
was no “good™ history alter the British came, because the British colonial record was

one of ravaging the colonies. History has entered the realm of intense polemics.

Leaving aside these polemics, the characteristics of British colonial
historiography remain obvious. The critical comments of Dane Kennedy deserve full

quotation:

The historiography of British imperialism has long been coloured by the political
and methodological conservatism of its practitioners. Arising as it did from the
imperial metropole in the late nineteenth century, it originally served as an
ideological adjunct to empire. Its purpose was to contribute historical insights
into past exercises in overseas power that could be used to inform and inspire
contemporaries to shoulder their obligations as rulers of a world-wide imperial
system. Decolonization robbed imperial history of most of its practical incentives.
Yet it continued to cling to the methodology and mentalite of ‘the official mind’,
as Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher termed it in their enormously influential
work. The persistence of this paradigm is evident even in the most recent
scholarship. Peruse any issue of The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth
History, for example, and you will find a succession of articles that still tread the
path pioneered by John Seeley more than a century ago. They remain wedded to
the same ollicial documentation, persist in addressing the same political,
economic, and military manifestations of power, and continue to employ the

. . . e 32
same narrative conventions. They seldom stray from an adamant empiricism.”

The political and methodological conservatism of John Seeley and other Oxford
historians is clear. They viewed the world and wrote about it from London. They
stressed the importance ol using history in serving British imperialism. They spoke

the “official mind™ and were necessarily constrained by the official sources in passing

51 .

Beloft. p.15.
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their verdicts. They were empiricists, believing that they were o objectively record

the world and the empire “out there.”

(F) AShort Note on the Impact ol Decolonization on British Historiography

I do notintend to be complete and exhaustive in this section. The literature is just
too big to handle. I would like (o list some of the key books and articles which I have
come across on this topic so far. Decolonization and the end ol the British Empire
have created a group of historians (particularly those writing for the popular market)
who are nostalgic about the empire. They would like to have a return to the good old
days of the glorious empire and some of them express a deep resignation over many
of the “lost imperial causes”. Among them are John Keay, Lawrence James, Denis

Judd, James (Jan) Morris, and Robin Neillands.™

The academic historians writing on British imperialism are much more discreet
in passing their judgemems.5 * Indeed, there is a generation of critical historians
(influenced in part by post-colonialism) which has been writing to expose the
hollowness of the British Empire. The “Studies in Imperialism” series published by
Manchester University Press is particularly impressive. Various attempts have been
made to understand the manipulation of British public opinion for the British Empire,
to argue that British patriotism is obsolete, and to critique the use of education in the

service of British imperialism.™

The impact of post-modernism and post-colonialism on the writing of British

imperial/colonial history is unmistakable. Borrowing concepts from literary writings

3 1. Keay. Last post: the end of empire in the Far East (London: John Murray. 1997). L. James, The
rise and fall of the British Empire (London: Little, Brown & Co., 1994), D. Judd, Empire: the British
imperial experience from 1765 to the present (New York: Basic Books. 1997). R. Neillands. A fighting
retreat: the British experience 1947-1997 (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1996). The Pax Britannica
trilogy (Heaven's Command, Pax Britannica, and Farewell 1o Trumpets. all published in London by
Faber & Faber. 1973, 1968 and 1978 respectively) of J. Morris are unshamedly apologetic about British
ignpcrialism.

™ See B. Porter. The lion's share.: a short history of British imperialism 1850-1995 (I.ondon and New
York: Longman, third ed., 1995).

5 J.M. MacKenzie (ed.). Propaganda and empire: the manipulation of British public opinion,
1880-1960 (1984), W.J. Reader, ‘Al duty’s call’: a study in obsolete patriotism (1988), and J.A.
Mangan (ed.), ‘Benefits bestowed'? Education and British imperialism (1988). All published by
Manchester University Press in Manchester & New York.
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and criticisms, post-modernist and post-colonialist writers and historians are arguing
against the claim ol historical empiricism and objectivity. They believe that history
writing is a form ol power, a way (o usc knowledge to control and domesticate the
pasl.ﬁ(’ Among them, B. Ashcroft. Gu Griffiths, H. Tiffin, and Robert Young are most
prominent.57 Alastair Pennycook has moved from literature to the study of the
English language; and he has succeeded in arguing that English is not a neutral
language of global communication, but is, rather, permeated with the discourse of
British colonialism.™ The study of the British LEmpire as a “paper” empire is pursued
by Thomas Richards.” The use of photography in picturing the Empire has been
successfully analysed by James Ryan.® Other aspects of the British Empire are still
to be scrutinized and it seems that the historical debate® will continue, and that there
will be no stone left unturned. The relationship between British imperialism and the
following topics has already been given attention: women and sexuality, geography
and maps, sports, children’s books and juvenile literature, hunting and conservation.®
It is certainly a healthy development in understanding the complexities of the British
Empire as a whole. The Cambridge Illustrated History of the British Empire (edited
by P.J. Marshall)®® is refreshing, breaking from the old confines of British colonial
historiography. Volume 5 of the Oxford history of the British Empire on
“Historiography” specifically deals with the history of the British Empire’s historical

writing. [t contains numerous critical essays portraying “the Zeitgeist or the spirit of

56 A. Green & K. Troup. The houses of history: a critical reader in twentieth-century history and
theory (Manchester: Manchester University Press. 1999). pp.300-302.

5T B. Ashcroft. G Griltiths & . Titfin, The Empire writes back: theory and practice in post-colonial
literatures (1.ondon: Routledge, 1989) and R. Young. Wiiite mythologies: writing history and the West
(London and New York: Routledge, 1990).

8 See the two books of Alistair Pennycook, The cultural politics of English as an international
langunage (London: Longman, 1994) and English and the discourses of colonialism (London & New
York: Routledge. 1999).

% T. Richards. The DInperial archive: knowledge and the fantasy of empire (London & New York:
Verso, 1993).

“ IR Ryan, Picturing empire: photography and the visualization of the British Empire (Loondon:
Reaktion Books. 1997).

' See John Darwin. The end of empire: the historical debate (1.ondon: Basil Blackwell, 1991).

© See R. Hyam. Empire and sexuality: the British experience (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1990), M. Bell. R. Butlin & M. Ileffernan (eds.), Geography and imperialism 1820-1940
(Manchester, Manchester University Press. 1993). LA Mangan (ed.). The cultural bond: sport, empire
and sociery (London: Frank Cass, 1992). K. Casle. Britannia’s children: reading colonialism through
children’s books and magazines (Manchester. Manchester University Press, 1996), J. Richards (ed.).
Imperialism and juvenile literature (Manchester, Manchester University Press. 1989), and J.
MacKenzie (ed.) The empire of nature: hunting and conservation, and British imperialism (Manchester.
Manchester University Press, 1988).

5 published in Cambridge by the Cambridge University Press. 1996.
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the time in which historians wrote and the influences on them.”™™ Remarkably. the
volume has included one essay acknowledging the impact of colonial discourse theory
on the history writing of the British Empire.®® Overall, the achicvements ol the

contributors are impressive.

84 Robin W. Winks (¢d.) The Oxford history of the British Empire, v.5: Historiography (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999). p.1.

DA, Washbrook, “Orients and occidents; colonial discourse theory and the historiography of (he
British Empire” in Winks (ed.) The Oxford history of the British Empire, v.3: Historiography,
pp.596-611.
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Chapter Three — Politics and Historiography in Communist China

(A) The Tradition of Chinese Historiography'

History was written in traditional China for a very specific purpose: to teach a
moral lesson. It was used to “praise” and to “blame” so that all individuals,
particularly thosé in high positions, would be constantly mindful of how they would
be judged in history. Everyone would like to leave a good name to history. Both the
incumbent emperors and the intending usurpers were forewarned of such moral
judgements and they were therefore particularly eager to control how history (official
history at least) remembered them. Those officials assigned to be historiographers
trod an uneasy path — they had the sanctions dictated by Confucianism to follow and
the political directives from the emperor to keep. Should they record truthfully, or
should they follow only the dictates of their political boss? Should they reflect (using
the so-called historical “mirror”) and criticize policies/personalities, or would they be
just “yes” men, toeing the emperor’s line? What would be their own “name” in history?
Should they protect their own skins, rather than risk saying something, however
remotely, offensive? Could they really “praise” and “blame” freely, if at all? What

could they do if they really wanted to say something?

Here the observations of Jonathan Unger can be used as a starting point in

discussing the relationship between politics and historiography in traditional China:

' China has a long and distinguished historiographical tradition. Some of ils remarkable characteristics
can be stated as follows. First, the Chinese had a deep historical consciousness. Starting from the
Shangshu. through the Shiji and Zuozhuan, traditional Chinese historians were aware of the linkages
between the historical past, the present reality and the probable future. Basically, they wrote history
with the object of reflecting on grave political decisions. Their emphasis was on “human matters”
rather than on the gods or other theological problems. Second, the search for historical truth and
objectivity was considered the basic ideal of Chinese historians. They aimed to write without any
hiding of historical facts. As a result, they put a very strong emphasis on documentation and research.
Third, the Chinese historians accumulated a rich deposit of theories regarding historical facts, narration,
interpretation and criticism. In the Tang Dynasty, Liu Zhiji discussed, in addition, issues concerning the
form and content of history, principles of historical compilation, problems of literary presentation and
the functions of history. Zheng Xuecheng of the Qing Dynasty had critical comments on historians’
attributes such as talent (cai), knowledge (xue), understanding (shi) and integrity (de). For an extended
discussion of these characteristics, see Cao liaji, Duncuo chong shanbian: ershi shiji de Zhongguo
lishixue [Successive changes amidst obstacles: Chinese historiography in the 20" century] (Beijing:
Xiyuan Chubanshe, 2000), pp.11-22. Section A in this chapter deals essentially with the relationship
between politics and history writing in traditional China.
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The recording and interpretation of history has, for the past two millennia,
contained a special signilicance in China. More than in most other countrics,
history was and is considered a mirror through which ethical standards and moral
transgressions pertinent to the present day could be viewed. This perspective on
history was based in Confucian doctrine, which admonished followers to plumb
the past for such lessons. It became a method of commentary about
contemporary times that members of the literati class learned how to manipulate,
sometimes as a means of flattering an incumbent emperor and government — but
sometimes as a stratagem for chastising the imperial court. After all, in a
centrally controlled empire it was always safer to place one’s criticisms in the
past age than to write directly about the present court. Well aware of this
potential for allegory, suspicious emperors and their entourages kept a watchful
eye open for subversive intent in the historical treatises of the literati. Repeatedly,
purges and persecutions in imperial China were rooted in alleged ‘historical’

aspersions, real or imagined, against the imperial majesty.*

Traditional historiographers knew their moral confines and practical limitations.
When a new Chinese dynasty was established, they would be asked to “compile” the
official history of the old one. More often than not the fallen dynasty was portrayed as
morally bankrupt and the government “as a cauldron of corrupt sycophants, scheming
empresses, the ambitious relatives of concubines, and weak and vain emperors.”™
“Good” officials, if they ever existed during the period of dynastic decline and moral
decadence, were usually banned from participating in politics, or chose to “retire” to
the countryside. So the fallen dynasty was portrayed as having lost its mandate to rule
and was consequently replaced by a new “legitimate” regime. The argument is of
course a circular one: the mandate was supposedly conferred by heaven on those fit to
govern; an emperor who fell to the new challenger was by definition not fit to govern
and had therefore lost his mandate. Circularity notwithstanding, the concept of the
mandate and hence, legitimacy, was always essential in the consideration of the
traditional historiographers. All olficials and all scholars (which are basically the

same, hence the term “'scholar-ofticials”) studied history for such moral lessons.

* Jonathan Unger. “Introduction” in J. Unger (ed.) Using the past to serve the present: historiography
t}md politics in contemporary China (Armonk and London: M.E. Sharpe. 1993), p.1.
Unger, p.1.



When the political order was “immoral”, it was incumbent upon them to admonish the
emperor, using all the lessons they had learnt from history. When nothing more could
be done and the emperor still refused to change his ways, ideally, the accomplished
scholar-officials should choose o retire, as an act of moral rectitude and political
defiance.” They studied the lessons of history so that they could run the country,
hopefully in a morally acceptable and harmonious manner. Thus Chinese history was
written by these scholar-otficials for the purpose of administration, and, for all

practical purposes, for themselves.

Here W.J.E Jenner offers a highly succinct comment: “Chinese governments
have, for at least 2,000 years, taken history much too seriously to allow the future to
make its own unguided judgements about them. Thus it is that we have a remarkably
well-organized published record, covering systematically the last two millennia, that
rarely tells an outright lie but passes on the views of earlier bureaucrats as modified
by later bureaucrats and deals mainly with matters of concern to the monarchy and to
officialdom.” In other words, Chinese history must be political and administrative,
or it is nothing. The task of the traditional historiographers was certainly unenviable.
Jenner reminds us that governments in imperial China tried to control what was said
in official histories and to decide who were the “goodies” and “baddies.” But “[t]he
legitimacy of governments is always worrying, particularly as almost every dynasty
won power by methods that were, by strict Confucian standards, shady: hence the
extreme sensitivity to anything that may show the founders of one’s own dynasty as
gangsters.”® The duty of the historiographers was to show, among other things, that
the new dynasties (even though they were established by gangsters after all) were
really “legitimate”, with the mandate of heaven rightfully bestowed on them. The
twisting and bending of facts was the very skill that the historiographers had to
practise, to perfection if possible. They must not leave behind anything too dangerous

to be discovered by later generations.

[n a similar vein, argued (. Foccardi, Chinese history and historiography were

* Robert P. Weller, “Historians and consciousness: the modern politics of the Taiping Heavenly
Kingdom”, Social Research, 54.4 (1987), p.735.

* W.IF. Jenner, The tvranny of history: the roots of China’s crisis (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books,
1994), p.5.

¢ Jenner, p.10.
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only a means Lo maintain power and society.” Officials responsible tor history writing

were exhorted to conform o certain norms. They were asked to keep a caretul record
of events, arranged in dynastic periods. Standard “morality” was supposed to be the
only way of judgement. In using the method of “praise and blame” they were to
abstain from making their own personal judgement. They should quote from ancient
records for the purpose of asserting the present authority and hierarchy. They were
also to maintain an appropriate silence regarding certain events.® The last point is
probably the best way of achieving self-preservation in the stormy ocean of Chinese
politics. To be fair, however, even though traditional Chinese historiographers were
asked to abstain from personal judgement, so that they could not use their “straight
pen” (zhibi, direct narrative) to get involved, we often tind them using their “curved
pen” (qubi, indirect narrative) to get around the set boundaries and exercise a certain

amount of critical comment on key issues. We have to read between the lines in order

to understand how strenuously and skilfully Chinese historiographers did their job.:

(B) Ideology and History in Communist China

The moral confines of traditional China did not suddenly disappear in
Communist China. History is still used to “praise” and to “‘blame”, but it is given a
new dress, a Marxian dress. The categories of “good” and “bad” are made with
reference to their position vis-2-vis the Chinese Communist Revolution. In the Maoist
era (in fact all the way up to 1978), the Chinese Communist Party was very eager to
fit China’s modern history into a Marxist-Leninist-Maoist dress, putting China into
the mainstream of a socialist developmental path. Various stages in China’s history
were made to parallel one of the five stages of Marxist historical materialism:
primitive communism, slave society, teudal socicty, capitalism and socialism. But the
strait-jacket has been dilficult to put on and the danger is clear: “This kind of
historiography voided China’s history ot its uniqueness by implying that historians
should leave out all aspects of China’s history that could not conform with the

. . . . . . . . . . . 9
dynamism of historical evolution as laid down in historical materialism.

" Garbriele Foccardi. Rambling on my mind: writings on Chinese civilization and sinology 1982-1985
gWiesbadcn: 0. Harrassowitz, 1986). p.10.
, Foccardi, pp.21-22. . ‘

Susanne Weigelin-Schwiedrzik, “On shi and lun: toward a typology of historiography in the PRC.”
History and Theory 35.4 (1996), p.90.
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According o Weigelin-Schwicdrzik, “Historians working under the ideological
guidance 0 [ Marxism-Leninism know the truth about the present as well as the past
and the future, the reason they consult history is limited to verifying time and again
that the overall theoretical guidance of historical materialism is correct. Thus
historiography in this context is a way of making Marxism-Leninism understandable
and plausible by confronting it with the concreteness of history. History is but a tool
within the overall task of propagating Marxism-Leninism.”'® For historians now
turned into propagandists, Unger considers this extremely wasteful: “The historians,
in short, were o serve as handmaidens to the Party propagandists. A huge quantity of
stereotypic writing on peasant rebellions was duly produced, with the details duly
filled in, but the larger answers were already known, already dictated by the guardians
of Party ideology. So, 100 a vast amount of time and intelligence was wasted by
historians upon a search for the exact timing of each of the stages of history, to fit the

preconceived notions handed down to them by Party leadership.”"'!

To the Chinese Communists, truth in history is what they want it to be. They do
not necessarily falsify historical data but they have no hesitation in selecting and
manipulating data that serves their purposes. The “past” is just a storehouse for the
party historians to dip in for selective information, and when the political demands for
a particular line are great, all principles governing the search for historical truth can
be discarded without a second thought.'? In the name of Marxism-Leninism-Mao
Zedong Thought, the Chinese Communists have “push[ed] torward Communist social
values and attitudes by controlling and reshaping both intellectual discourse and
public sentiment. Given the importance of images of history in shaping both
intellectual and popular thought in China, special attention was (o be focused on
ensuring that the proper line was tollowed by historians.”” Political loyalty and
conformity are stressed over and above objectivity and truth (even though the two

terms are problematic themselves).

—_—
- =

Weigelin-Schwicdrzik, p.91.

Unger. p.3.

* Ying-shih Yu, “The study of Chinese history: retrospect and prospect” in George Kao (ed.) The
translation of things past: Chinese historv and historiography (Hong Kong: Chinese University Press,
1982), p.12.

P Unger. p.2.



Even more importantly. the Chinese Communists have used historical allegorics
or “attack by innuendo™ [yingshe| in their political struggles tor power. Different
factions were pronc (o use the method of “pointing at the mulberry to criticize the
ash” [zhisang mahuai] and political leaders (Mao Zedong included of course) were all
alert to this particular game. Once detected, they would try to mobilize their own
propaganda machine to enter into the fray. The debates engendered were certainly not
just a matter ol academic interest and the outcome of these sometimes bloody

“historical” debates would often end up in important political and personnel changes.

The best example is certainly Wu Han’s historical drama “Hai Rui Dismissed
from Office”. This drama first appeared in January 1961. In it, the Ming official Hai
Rui was portrayed as an honest olficial whose dismissal from office was caused by his
opposition to the Emperor’s land policy. The historical analogies were clear. Mao
Zedong had been criticized for his role in the Great Leap Forward (1958-1959), and
Peng Dehuai, who had criticized Mao, was wrongfully dismissed. Deng Tuo and Liao
Mosha (Wu Han’s supporters) joined in to satirize Chairman Mao in other journals
and newspapers. It was suggested that a coordinated anti-Mao campaign was being
hatched."* Mao was furious and he knew of his own precarious position. The remarks
of Mao himself were most clear to show his awareness of being targeted: “The crux of
‘Hai Rui Dismissed {rom Ottice’ was the question ot dismissal from office. The
Jiajing [Chia-ching] Emperor dismissed Hai Rui from office. In 1959 we dismissed
Peng Dehuai from office. And Peng Dehuai is Hai Rui too.”'* Mao, being a voracious
reader of history himself, certainly knew he was taken to be the Jiajing Emperor. To
him, there was no doubt that Wu Han and his group of supporters had raised their
dissent over the Great Leap Forward policics and because dissent in China was read
as disloyalty, they had to be scen as planning a political conspiracy against the
Chairman. Mao’s counter-attack came in November 1965 when he instructed Yao

Wenyuan 1o criticize Wu Han’s historical drama. This was the first salvo for launching

" An alternative view docs not sec Wu Han, Deng Tuo and Liao Mosha as collaborating to satirize
Mao and his policics. In fact, Wu Han's play about [lai Rui pleased rather than offended Mao when it
appeared in January 1961. Most probably. the charge against Wu, Deng and Liao was only fabricated in
a later year (probably in 1965). See Roderick MaclFarquhar, The origins of the Cultural Revolution, 3:
the coming of the cataclysm 1961-1966 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), pp.249-258.

19 Quoted in Tom Fisher, " The play’s the thing’: Wu Han and Hai Rui revisited” in Unger (ed.) Using
the past 10 serve the present, p.15.
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the Cultural Revolution.

In other similar incidents, Mao might be implicitly alluded to as Qin Shihuang,
Han Wudi or Ming Taizu, depending on the circumstances. Mao was often depicted as
despotic, vainglorious or obsessive in the use of terror. Mao’s wile, Jiang Qing, was
likewise alluded to as Empress Wu or Empress Lu (which might be good or bad
depending on the spin), two ol the most powerful Empresses in Chinese history. Jiang
Qing’s supporters tried to legitimize her pretension to power. Confucius (with his
association with the Duke of Zhou) became Premier Zhou Enlai. To his Gang-of-Four
detractors, Zhou was alleged to have resisted Chairman’s Mao revolutionary line, and

had planned a “Contucian” restoration of “‘reactionary politics.”

Observers from outside China might wonder why the Chinese were doing all this,

draping their political conflicts in historical garb. According to Robert Oxnam,

One possible reason is a Chinese penchant for subtlety, particularly when dealing
with explosive issues... Another reason is that historical allegory permits a game
to be played on several levels, each level with its own political significance. It
permits a political faction to initiate a debate as a ‘trial balloon,’ seeing how and
whether opposing factions will respond to the initiative. It permits a period in
which the top leaders can try to rally support among subordinate leaders, the
‘inner court’ reaching out to the ‘outer court’ in traditional parlance, before
bringing the whole struggle out into the open. And it eventually permits the
leadership to develop a public education campaign around the issues and
personalities involved. The historical allegories are a contemporary use ol the

past that parallels a traditional use of the past in form but not in content.'®

I have already talked about the problem of “straight pen” and “curved pen” in
Chinese historiography and it would be unfair to the Mainland Chinese historians to
say that all of them were uninterested in seeking “historical truth™ in a less ideological
sense. Some of these historians (especially for those trained before 1949) were

certainly uncasy about the excessive ideological strait-jacket and they tried various

'¢ Robert Oxnam, “The past is still present’” in Ross Terrill (ed.) The China difference (New York:
Harper and Row Publishers, 1979), p.73.
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means Lo getaround it. With the achicvements and uniqueness of the Chinese past in

mind they could not totally surrender Chinese history to the imported schemata of

Marxist historical materialism. The debate between the so-called “historicists” and the
advocates ol ““class viewpoint™ in the late 1950s (up to just before the Cultural
Revolution) reminds us ol the complexities involved. As summarised by Dirlik and

Schneider:

Class viewpoint as employed in the debate described the view that took class
division as the most important datum in the interpretation of the past and
regarded the struggle of the oppressed against their oppressors as the motive
force of history. Its proponents demanded that historical events and personages
be evaluated chiefly, if not exclusively, in terms of their attitudes toward and
contributions to class struggle. The historicists, without denying the centrality of
class analysis [my emphasis], objected to this view which ignored all aspects of
history but the allegedly unabated conflict between the exploiters and the
exploited. Historicism, in their view, helped reveal the complexity of class
structures in history, and the attenuations of relations between classes, by placing

historical events in their temporal social context [my emphasis].'”

What I can gather from the debate (a political debate in itself, to be sure)
between “historicism” and “class viewpoint” is that the historicists (such as Wu Han
and Fan Wenlan) were trying to emphasize the importance of temporality in historical
events and of not measuring the ancients by modern standards. On the surface, they
still used Marxian terminology (so as to signify their political allegiance to the ruling
ideology, the rule of the game) in the debate. But they were too much of a “Chinese”
historian after all and they tricd to de-radicalize the challenges trom the proponents of
the “class viewpoint”. To the “historicists”, history taken out ol the time frame was
not history at all; it was just politics or polemics dressed in historical garb.
“Historicism” was certainly 0o conservative for the liking of Chairman Mao and his
radical supporters. Mao regarded these “historicists” and other “dissidents” as the [irst

step to overthrow his political power and disinherit his revolutionary spirit. Generally,

""" Arif Dirlik & Laurence Schneider, “The People’s Republic of China” in G.G Iggers and H.T. Parker
(eds.) International handbook of historical studies: contemporary research and theory (Westport:
Greenwood Press, 1979). p.354.
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the “dissidents™ would verbally go “along with Mao’s demands for renewed class

struggle, but actually they were reluctant to embark on a new campaign for fear it
might lead to disruptions like those produced by the Great Leap Forward.”'® They
were trying to dampen Mao’s revolutionary tervour by saying that whereas class
struggle might have governed western historical development the same could not be
applied to China without major modifications. They argued that contradictions
between classes could be non-antagonistic and were not always irreconcilable." This

was the background of the historical debate just before the Cultural Revolution.

The debate was important and the arguments of Wu Han, Fan Wenlan, Zhou
Yang, Jian Bozan and Feng Youlan were crucial because in terms of Chinese
Communist organization, they were some of the people occupying the first rank in
handling party historiography. They held leading positions in the Academy of Social
Sciences or the Central Party School or the Chinese People’s University. Most of them
also participated in national policy making because they were not only
historiographers but some were also influential members of the CCP. Because of their
experience and loyalty to the CCP they were assigned two tasks: as educators writing
party history and training teachers for the universities, and as advisers to the Central
Committee on questions of party history. They had privileged access to confidential
archives. All other junior historians of the second and third ranks were not so
privileged and for all practical purposes were little more than messengers
disseminating the officially approved version ol history.*> One final point I would
like to add is that while it is correct to say that whilst the task of all party historians or
historiographers was supposedly to propagate Communist orthodoxy, I do not see the
Chinese Communist regime as a watertight monolith. There have been variations in
the understanding of Communist ideology and hence variations in the handling of
Chinese history, which is not as flat and monotonous as some commentators would

lead one to belicve.

To be fair, the impact of political ideology on historical studics is not conlined to

' Merle Goldman. “The role of history in party straggle. 1962-4.” China Quarterly, 51 (1972), p.501.
1

" Goldman, p.504. .
* Susanne Weigeli-Schwicdrzik, “Party historiography” in Unger (ed.) Using the past to serve the
present, pp.158-159.
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Communist regimes only. In 1950, at the height of the Cold War, the president of the
american Historical Associatio nly ; ttod hic . . . .
America ¢ tion openly admitted his own ideological orientation, and

the remark is recorded here for the sake of balance:

Total war, whether hot or cold, enlists everyone and calls upon everyone to do
his part. The historian is no freer from this obligation than the physicist... If
historians, in their examination of the past, represent the evolution of civilization
as haphazard, without dircction and without progress, offering no assurance that
mankind’s present position is on the highway and not on some dead end, then
mankind will seek for assurance in a more positive alternative, whether it be
offered from Rome or from Moscow... This sounds like the advocacy of one
form of social control over another. In short, it is... The important thing is that
we shall accept and endorse such controls as are essential for the preservation of

our way of life.*'

(C) Key Foci of Chinese Communist Historiography (up to about 1980)

Speaking to the Chinese Historical Society in 1951, Guo Moruo argued that
Chinese historians under the leadership of the CCP had entered a new era with regard
to their method, style of work, purpose and subject of study. He listed six items in this
consideration:

1. The old idealistic view of history was gradually being replaced by the materialistic
view of history.

2. Collective research was gradually replacing individual studies.

3. Historical research, hitherto an “ivory tower” enterprise, was gradually turning to
serve the people.

4. The attitude of adoration of the past and contempt for the present was gradually
giving way (0 appreciation of the modern period.

5. Han chauvinism was gradually giving way to consideration [or the national
minoritics.

6. Emphasis on European and American history was gradually ceding place to

a Quoted in D.A L. Martin, The making of a Sino-Marxist world view: perceptions and interpretations
in the People’s Republic of China (Armonk & London: M.E. Sharpe, 1990). p.12.
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attention Lo Asian history.™

(1) Allof the six items are problematic and I would like to use them to start ofl the
discussion. Some of the points are given an extended commentary. First, the so-called
“old idealistic view ol history” has traditionally focused on the superstructure and in
the Chinese context it means putting the emphasis on emperors, kings, generals and
prime ministers, as a matter of course. And again because of the authoritarian nature
of Chinese society, those in power (e.g. landlords and the gentry class) were given
prominence over the commoners. Traditional historiographers, writing from their
official point of view, would naturally consider only the people at the top worthy of
attention. So, in the eye of the Chinese Communists, there was already a great
distortion in terms of historical sources. Political performance of the “feudal” leaders
was considered as a reflection of their moral behaviour, a fallacy of pure “idealism” in
the CCP viewpoint. The common people, irrespective of their great and numerical size,

did not occupy much space and were really the “silent” majority.

Historical materialism, on the other hand, focused on the material (or
socio-economic) basis and the relations of production. In particular, attention was
focused on the masses and hence the peasants in the traditional context. Peasant
revolts and wars (considered as the expression of the class struggles of the past) were
given top priority, believed to be the real motive force of historical development in
China’s feudal society. According to Mao Zedong, “...each of the major peasant
risings and wars deall a blow to the existing feudal regime and more or less furthered

2

the development of the social productive forces. ? But there is an important
attachment to this note: The “rightecous uprisings of the peasants” did not and could
not achieve much because the peasants as a class were not the historical equivalent of
the proletariat and, what is more, the traditional peasants had not been led by the CCP
which alone could lead China to a successful revolution. Though the peasants knew
that they were oppressed they were unable to attain the correct class consciousness.
This has to await the coming of the proletariat and the CCP leadership, the assumption

being that only the working class and its vanguard know the real wishes of the masses.

2 Quoted in Albert Feuerwerker. “China’s history in Marxian dress” in A. Feuerwerker (ed.) History in
’Commllﬂist China (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1968), p.36.
» Quoted in Feuerwerker, p.16.



[n any case, the locus on peasant wars has its own ideological signilicance: it was, in
the description of James Harrison, “the most massive attempt at ideological
re-education in human history. the effort (o inculcate attitudes of struggle in place of
the traditional emphasis on harmony.”* The peasants were also considered as “the

only true patriots” in their struggles against imperialism.

One question: why choose peasants? The conservative character of the peasants
and their longing to become small landowners have been noted by Marx himself.
They might not be “revolutionary™ after all. But as Harrison has argued, “In the
absence of a signiticant bourgeois revolution or modern labor movement, the peasant
revolts perforce assume a position of importance comparable to the modern labor
movement in Western Marxist historiography as the direct forerunners of the
communist revolution.”* Chinese history has to fit into the Marxian world history
schemata. The peasants had struggled for two millennia against “feudal exploitation”.
But most importantly, from the CCP’s historiographical point of view, the glorious
revolutionary tradition of the Chinese peasants had laid the “foundation on which the

peasants were able to accept the leadership of the proletariat.”?®

Viewed more dispassionately and related to the historical scene of the pre-1980
years, the emphasis on the peasants and their class struggles is a change of paradigm
against traditional historiography. The Chinese Communists have certainly been
writing didactic history and Harrison reminds us of their historical method: “They
select those sources which ‘reveal the real facts of history’ rather than those which
‘slander the peasant revolts,” and they are instructed to use those materials which
‘show the crimes of the governing class’ rather than those which “glorify the
government at the expense of the pcoplc.”’27 The peasants are at least given a place

in history, ¢ven though in a Marxian guise.

(2) The second point about collective research over individual studies is a corollary

** James P. Harrison. “Chinese communist interpretations of the Chinese peasant wars” in A,
Feuerwerker (ed.) History in Communist China, p.189.
** James P. Harrison. The Communists and Chinese peasant rebellions: a study in the rewriting of
Chmeve history (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd.. 1970). p.6.

Hdl‘l’lS()l‘l The Communists and Chinese peasant rebellions, p.273.

? Harrison, The Communists and Chinese peasant rebellions. p.15.
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ol socialist idcology. It the masses are to be given more prominence their “wisdom™
has to be trusted. Equally. with socialism considered as a collectivist ideology.
individual distinction has to h¢ minimized and knowledge (historical or otherwise)

could be and has to be “socialized”. Of course, it is questionable whether the approach
is practicable or not. The authoritarian nature of the Chinese polity (with Chairman
Mao at the apex) would still gravitate toward the glorification of the top leaders,

negating some ol the efforts of “the socialism of knowledge”, if we can put it as such.

(3) The promotion of getting out of the ivory tower and serving the people, in Guo
Moruo’s third point, is again a natural corollary of the establishment of the Chinese
socialist order. It was a hope of the CCP to give priority to the “workers, peasants and
soldiers” in receiving higher cducation and if this could be done the structure of the
ruling class would be transformed in favour of socialism. Equally, historical research
should also be proletarianized (emphasizing the peasant revolts, among other things)
and it was hoped thereby to serve the interest of the people. The problem, however, is
that in writing “‘proletarian heroes” the narrative has tended to be rather flat and
stereotypic. The life of these heroes appears to be unrealistic (the heroes are “models™
rather than real people) and thus is not able to arouse the interest of the common-folk
readers. The slogan of “serving the people” tends to become “serving the party”
instead. Fricdman has described the phenomenon very clearly: “The Party insisted on
literature for ‘the people,” but ‘the people’ were defined by a discourse that treated all
toilers as socialist utopianism would have them. Such descriptions would not portray
recognizable people, the diversity and difticulties of people as they were, because
they were treated as they absolutely were not; that is, as masters of the state. A
compelling language that could touch the shared real plight of the powerless who
were victims of the new state, when they had already been imagined by Leninism as

_— . G, 028
the nation’s masters, was impossible.

This is partly the reason why, starting in the late 1970s, a newly arisen group of
“mass media historians” (c.g. Liu Binyan, Dai Qing. Ye Yonglie and Yan Jiaqi) came

to prominence. Their histories have been more readable (and marketable) and

according to Geremie Barme, these were (and still are) the real “history tor the

* Edward Friedman, National identity and democratic prospects in socialist China (Armonk: MLE.
Sharpe, 1995). pp.96-97.
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masscs™." The signilicance ol this group of writers is clear: “These mass media

historians created a semi-ollicial and at times even unollicial forum for the airing of
controversial questions. While some have merely added footnotes o official history,
or created wildly colourtul fictional accounts of certain ligures, periods and incidents,
others have been involved in the creation of a “parallel history™ to that presented by

the Party.”*°

The point about “parallel history™ is certainly most important. It the legitimacy
of the CCP rests on its control of how history is written, the possibility and the
existence of a “parallel history” may lead to the questioning of the legitimacy of the
Party. People might wonder why Party history has been written and re-written so
many times, why there is a need Lo write one new ofticial history when a new political
orientation is launched. The June 1981 official party history is a good example.
Among other things, it gave a new interpretation of the Cultural Revolution. Bill
Brugger has outlined some of the key points: “The official history points out that the
Cultural Revolution was seen as an attack on ‘revisionism’. This term is now
considered to be meaningless outside the otficial pronouncements. .. Secondly, it is
argued in the official history that the Cultural Revolution confused right with
wrong... Thirdly, the official history argues that the Cultural Revolution was not
really a mass hlovcment. This was apparently because the overwhelming majority of
the population did not want to see Party organization attacked... Fourthly, the official
history has decided that the Cultural Revolution was not a revolution at all; nor could
it be... That the Cultural Revolution lked to disaster is fairly clear.””' The official
history of 1981 has finally confirmed what the “mass media historians™ wrote about
“the God [Chairman Mao] that failed”. In the end, people might just ignore what the
Party would like to wrile (because it might be re-written later) and rely more on the
“parallel history,” and in that case, there is a real possibility for pluralism in China.

History in this sense might really scrve the people instead of the Party.

* Geremie Barme. “History for the masses” in Unger (¢d.). Using the past to serve the present,
?Up.26()-286.

Barme, p.270.
Bl Brugger, “Once again, ‘making the past serve the present’: a critique of the Chinese Communist
Party's new official history” in N. Maxwell and B. McFarlane (eds.) China's changed road to
development (Oxford: Pergamon Press. 1984), pp.176-177.
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(4) The tourth point concerns the alteration from contempt to adoration of the
present. Traditionally. the past was considered as the Golden Age in which the hest ot
everything (particularly in relation o moral standards) resided. The (historical)
present was at most a corruption of the past and what the political lcaders could do
was to avert any [urther corruption or decline by going back to and imitating the past.
This attitude of adoring the past and demeaning the present is certainly not to the
liking of the CCP which sees their revolution as one of progress. Their present
socialist order is already a vindication of their correct historical position — they have
triumphed by defeating internal feudalism and external imperialism, and they are
moving toward an even brighter future: communism. Their revolutionary
historiography has to contradict and overthrow the Confucian concept ot adoring

some earlier Golden Age.

In adoring the present, the Chinese Communists have emphasized the study of
the origins of capitalism in China. They have searched the Song and Ming Dynasties
for the so-called “budding of Chinese proto-capitalism™? and they belicved that
China’s “feudal” economy (in parallel to Western historical development) had been
developing and changing (though sometimes very slowly) towards the capitalist stage.
“As China’s feudal society developed its commodity economy and so carried within
itself the embryo of capitalism, China would of herself have developed slowly into a
capitalist society even if there had been no influence of foreign imperialism,”

remarked Mao Zedong.

Following the study of Chinese proto-capitalism, the next and logical focus
would be imperialism. Foreign capitalism in the 19" century had turned out to be
imperialistic and it was imperialism that was the chicef villain that had transformed
China into a “semi-colonial and semi-tfeudal” status. As early as 1940, Mao had
condemned imperialism, thus: ““The history ol imperialist aggression upon China, of
imperialist opposition to China’s independence and to her development ot capitalism,

constitutes precisely the history of modern China. Revolutions in China lailed one

» Certainly, the study of the “budding of Chinese proto-capitalism” is also used to prove that the
Marxist theory of historical development is correct and universal (i.e. applicable to China).
¥ Quoted in Feuerwerker, “China’s history in Marxian dress”. p.18.



after another because imperialism strangled them.” ™

The (ilm Lin Zexu (produced in 1959 during the Great Leap Forward period)™
laid bare the anti-imperialism discourse ol the Chinese Communists. According to
Friedman, the film “drew a contrast between patriotic Sanliyuan [sic] villagers and
traitorous ruling groups in the capital city. If the brave peasants would join all
patriotic Chinese and not fear to die, then under correct leadership the foreign
capitalists who got rich in making Chinese poor by forcing opium into China would
be thrown out. But ruling reactionaries, afraid of popular mobilization, preferred to
sell out to the imperialists. As with patriots who had led exploited peasants throughout
Chinese history, Mao’s Communists would save the nation by providing the correct
leadership that would mobilize patriotic Chinese, push imperialists out of China, and

thus permit an independent China to prosper with dignity.”*®

Symbolically, what
China wanted was to have the Chinese stand up, as Mao had proclaimed in 1949 in

Tiananmen Square.

Study of the peasant uprisings, proto-capitalism and imperialism (and
anti-imperialism) shows very clearly the CCP’s conceptions on the use of history.
Taking into account his occasional Cold War rhetoric, Feuerwerker has summarized it
rightly as follows: “The study and writing of modern Chinese history in the PRC at
the present time [up to 1968] is primarily an ideological exercise and emotional
release, repeated over and over again, the function of which is to harness and channel
the real political and economic frustrations encountered in China’s nineteenth- and
twenticth-century experience in the interests ol a new historical integration under the

auspices of the CCP™"

The trouble is, after 1978, the Communist treatment of foreign capitalism and
imperialism took an abrupt turn, again dictated by a change ol national policy. Deng

Xiaoping's China had changed tack: foreign capitalist investments were 10 be

:: Quoted in Feuerwerker, “China’s history in Marxian dress”. p.24.

" For a critical review of the film and a comparison with another film of the same genre The Opium
War (1997). see Rebecca Karl, “The burden of history: Lin Zexu (1959) and The Opium War (1997)” in
Xudong Zhang (ed.) Whither China? Intellectual politics in contemporary China (Durham & London:
Euke University Press. 2001).

. Friedman, .87.

" Feuerwerker, “China’s history in Marxian dress”. p.26.
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welcomed. Mao’s anti-imperialism discourse became obsolete and his revolutionary
strategy had blocked (rather than built) China’s modernization. Though the Chinese
peoplc might have stood up, they remained ashamed of their poverty. In Fricdman’s
words, “Mao-style anti-imperialism has lost its credibility. An overview of Chinese
foreign policy as an attempt to respond to imperialist challenges shows that Mao’s

policy perspective injured the Chinese people and is being discarded.”*®

Arif Dirlik puts it even more strongly, saying that the Chinese revolution is dead:
“The central event of the last decade [1980s] is the repudiation in China of revolution
in the name of modernization... At the most basic level, revolution measured in terms
of criteria ol development has been judged a failure... Secondly, not only did
revolution not deliver its developmental promise, but it also obstructed progressive
developments in Chinese society, such as its abortion of a civil society...Finally,

revolution caused or contributed to the overall degencration of Chinese society.”

The repudiation of the revolution has to be reflected in the reversals in historical
verdicts. Judgements about the Chinese bourgeoisie (including the Guomindang and
Taiwanese capitalists), imperialism (including the treaty ports as outposts) and
Confucian tradition (including many Confucian leaders) are all given a new
interpretation. So in the compilation of Chinese business history, the management
practices of the prewar (pre-1945) Chinese capitalists have been hailed as a fruittul
source to be emulated. The Chinese bourgeois experience is considered more suitable
than the Western and Japanese models precisely because it is Chinese. Of course, the
writing of such histories has been alfected by united [ront considerations, i.e., to woo
the Taiwanese and overseas Chinese to invest in Mainland China. When communism
is losing its appeal, it scems that nationalism is the only legitimizing lorce that can
stand in its place.*® But there is a problem here: it the Guomindang were not so bad
and il the Taiwanese economic experience has been so wondertul, then how much is

left regarding the legitimacy of the CCP and their revolution alter all.

;: Friedman, p.118.

Arif Dirlik, “Reversals, ironies, hegemonies: notes on the contemporary historiography of modern
Fhina", Moaodern China, 22.3 (1996), p.249.
® Tim Wright, “The spiritual beritage of Chinese capitalism™ in Unger (ed.) Using the past to serve the
present, pp.215-216.
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Finally. the reversal of ofticial judgements on Confucianism is most indicative ol
the change of policy. Probably out of a practical and strategic need, Conlucianism is
now considered as part of the great Chinese heritage. And Confucius himself is
certainly regarded by the leadership as a great educator, and the descriptors such as
“feudal”” and “reactionary” have become unimportant or meaningless. Other
Confucianists have had their names revived as well. Betore the 1980s, those
anti-Taiping leaders such as Zeng Guotan and Li Hongzhang were vilified as “traitors,
running dogs and exccutioners”; now they are considered great Confucianists with
great skills in “personnel management” or “national investment planning”. Certainly
we are aware that these are modern management terms which might sound out of
place when describing these 19" century Chinese officials. But this is how Zeng and
Li have been described, again signalling the presentist tendency of the Mainland
historians. Zeng, in particular, has been “rediscovered” precisely because he is seen as
the national hero who saved China trom the political chaos and spiritual emptiness in
the 19" century.41 Present-day China, the argument implies, also needs another Zeng

Guofan to resurrect the country.*?

(5) The fifth point concerns the tendency of moving away from Han chauvinism to
giving more consideration to the national minorities. Communist China proclaims to
be a multi-ethnic nation-state and naturally, all the nationalities (minzu) should be
given due attention (“‘due” but not necessarily “equal”, because sometimes
preferential treatment is given to minorities for the sake of appeasement™*). In the
1950s there was a very big project ot “ethnic identification” (minzu shibie), tollowed
by a whole series of “ethnic work™ (minzu gongzuo). The ultimate aim was to help
raise the “civilization” level of the minoritics so that in the end China was to become

a truly unified, multi-ethnic state with all the nationalities working together for the

*' Yingjie Guo and Baogang He. “Reimagining the Chinese nation: the “Zeng Guofan phenomenon’.”
Modern China, 25.2:142-170 (1999), p. 147.

* With this in mind, onc might wonder what is left of the achievements that can be attributed (o the
Communist regime. Dirlik (p.251) argues that the Chinese Communist regime appears (o be an
interregnum and will be overwhelmed by modernization. Certainly. Dirlik’s ideological
gzamti-communisl) stance must be noted.

Appeasement is certainly needed as many minorities harbour hatred against Han Chinese
domination. One way is (0 recruit ethnic minorities into the CCP so that they are cultivated to identify
with the “national” interests. See Jonathan Spence, The search for modern China (New York & London:
W.W. Norton, 1990), pp.556-557.
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common goals of socialism and national unity.™ Part of the “cthnic work™ was (0
write the histories ol these national minorities and it is where problems have been
emerging. The key stumbling block remains Han chauvinism: it is Han culture that
sets the standard in measuring the cthnic minorities. Often the minorities are
stigmatized as being backward, uncivilized, dirty, stupid, lazy, erotic, and bigoted, and
they all need Han culture to civilize them. Those individuals selected from different
ethnic groups to participate in the history projects could not write their own history
without restriction. The basic parameters are clearly defined, as described by Harrell:
“Insofar as civilizing projects are wholly or partly successful, they include the
participation ol the peripheral peoples [the minzu in China]. And in [act, as long as
peripheral peoples agree, at least on the surface, to the terms of definition and scaling
imposed by the civilizers, the civilizees will be granted a voice to speak to themselves
and the world about the success of the project. In this sense, the answer to whether the
subaltern can speak is that the subaltern can speak on the sufferance of the civilizer.
Voice is granted on the provision that it will speak in favor of the project, or at least in

the project’s terms.”*

Here theory and practice begin to diverge. In the first place, the participation of
ethnic groups in the history project would always enhance ethnic consciousness,
despite the restrictions imposed. The basic question to ask is “Who are we?” In the
study of the contending conceptions of the Yao past (the Yao people are a national
minority in Guangxi and Yunnan), Litzinger questions whether the official Yao history
could always be expropriated and incorporated into the larger PRC historical
discourse (ol national unity and modernization).*® The next problem is when the
ethnic minorities could become really “mature” and “civilized” (both heavily
value-laden terms), and thus really granted equality with the Han majority. Does
equality mean the possibility of sharing power, including the power of speaking for

themselves (without guidance or sufferance from the Han majority)? What would

* Stevan Harrell, “Introduction: civilizing projects and the reaction to them” in S. Harrell (ed.)

Cultural encounters on China’s ethnic frontiers (Scattle and London: University of Washington Press.

4'5995)’ pp.23-24.

w Harrell, p.3-4.. ' o _ ' . . ‘
Ralph A. Litzinger, “Making histories: contending conceptions of the Yao past” in S. Harrell (ed.)

Cultural encounters on China’s ethnic frontiers. p.136.



happen il they are always denied equal ecmpowet ment?! Itis possible that the rise ol
ethnic historical consciousness would produce discontent against Han Chinese rule:

the ethnic groups might not consider themselves as Chinese after all.

Jenner adds another dimension to the problem of Han chauvinism. He explains,
“It is almost impossible for a Han Chinese historian to treat [dispassionately] of
struggles between Han Chinese and other ethnic groups without seeing the former as
‘us’ and the others as “them’. Few contemporary Chinese would regard the wars
between the Han and the Xiongnu or the Qiang as Chinese civil conflicts in which
‘we’ were divided.”*® So resistance against the “invaders” was always described as
“righteous and patriotic”. But then there is a strange change of mindset — the
territories conquered by the Mongols and Manchus were to be rightfully called

9%, ¢

“Chinese”: “Conquerors such as the Mongols of the thirteenth century and the
Manchus of the seventeenth have been turned by historical labelling into Chinese
dynasties, so that their empires become Chinese empires and their territories sacred
and inviolable. Thus history as a cultural invention has helped to keep today’s Han
Chinese in the trap of imperialism, the imperialism of the mind that tinds

self-affirmation in the subjection of others.”*

(6) The last point of Guo Moruo’s concerns the shifting emphasis from
Europe/America to Asia. Again this concern is not unproblematic. There is always an
ambivalence: Europe and America are always the economic model or developmental
target Lo be caught up with, and without a good understanding of them (know thy
enemy) it is quite impossible to reach the target. Asia (indeed Africa and South
America as well) is the location of the Third World and for foreign policy
considerations the Asian countries are to be wooed into a China-led anti-hegemony
alliance. Finally, the Chinese Communists have to get rid of the “Asiatic mode of

production” stigma, which they see as one ol despotism and obscurantism.

(D) Some Reflections Up to about 1980

Y Harrell. p.35.
fs Jenner, p.3.
* Jenner. p4.
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The remarks of Robert Weller can be used for rellection: ~Academic discourse in
the PRC is strikingly political by comparison with Western standards. Chinese readily
read historical accounts as political metaphors, the historiography of many fields
tends to follow changes in the political line, and analyses of seemingly distant and
trivial events have occasionally set intellectual heads rolling. The political weight of
history in China relates in part to a willingness to take history seriously as a teacher
for the present and in part to a strong recognition that intellectuals are influential
actors whose statements have social and political roots and consequenccs.”5 ® This
chapter has already established the linkage between politics and historiography in
Communist China. The point about the intellectuals’ involvement in politics can be
extended further. Because ol the authoritarian nature of Chinese society,
contemporary intellectuals in the PRC are very similar to the scholar-officials of the
past — while still numerically small, they are strategically important. They have
always assumed a sense of responsibility toward the nation-state. And along with it,
there come power and privileges. Traditionally (and in fact up to 1980s) most of the
intellectuals (historians included) would choose the political career as the best means
of social advancement. We would like them Lo exercise their power and privileges
responsibly. But the story so far is probably a mixed record. The historians among
them still do not dare to write history for history’s sake and a large number of them
have been writing for the state only. Intellectuals do not yet constitute a class in itself
in the civil society (if the latter has ever existed in China, traditional or contemporary).
We might have to await a fuller development of the Chinese economy and a greater
exposure to the world betore intellectuals (historians included) can become a more
independent voice. They might need to scale down the importance of history in the
first place, to take it less “seriously”. Anew historical paradigm will certainly arise il

they do not need to rewrile history every time political changes occur.

(E) The Historiographical Scene in the 1980s and 1990s

Though not completely [rec trom political interterence, the historiographical
scene in China has witnessed remarkable changes since 1978. First of all, many

historians came (o belicve that some kind of soul-searching was needed. They (rankly

5 Weller, p.731.
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admit the crrors ol dogmatism of the 1950s and 19605, as reflected in the leading
history journal, Lishi Yanjiu."' Yu Pei blames this phenomenon partly on the impact
of Soviet historiography, arguing that, because ol the distortions in Soviet
historiography, Chinese historians were not able to usc scientitic Marxist historical
materialism. Chinese historians had narrowly limited themselves Lo the class
viewpoint and ignored historicism, focusing only on political history and the history
of class struggles, and ignoring economic history, intellectual history, cultural history,

2
etc.’

The next issue concerns the Cultural Revolution. Certainly, the revulsion against
the excesses of the Cultural Revolution facilitated the launching of the policies in
favour of openness and reform, and the same occurred in historiography. The field of
history writing (being a zhongzai qu |heavily-devastated region] during the Cultural
Revolution) has to know its own past mistakes so as to recover from its deep wounds
and to rebuild its own integrity. Li Wenhai has been very candid about this:
“allegorical historical writing” [yingshe shixue] was very rampant during the period of
the Cultural Revolution and through the distortion and fabrication of history for the
purpose of “reactionary politics”, it produced extremely ugly effects on social and
academic life.” The ugly effects certainly include the wrecking of the prestige and
legitimacy of history as an academic discipline. Many “political adventurists” had
posed as “historians” and made use of historiographical terms in distorting historical
facts, making history no more than a servile slave of politics.™ Not only that, many
real and scholarly historians suftered personal disaster: “During the Cultural
Revolution, historians could not hold their line [i.c. maintain their professionalism],
historiography was rendered totally as a tool of political struggles...Historians lost
their integrity, and were trampled by everybody at will. Historiography did not only

stagnate but it totally deviated from its normal path. Many historians perished in

*' Song Dejin, “Lishi Yanjiu sishi nian” [The forty years of Lishi Yanjiu|. Lishi Yanjiu 1:33-38 (Dec
Sl")94), p.35.
* Yu Pei. “Waiguo shixue lilun de yinru he huixiang” [Introduction of historiographic theories (rom
gbroad and its repercussions). Lishi Yanjiu 3:145-160 (June 1996), p.155.
" Li Wenhai, “Qiuzhen caineng zhiyong™ [Secking reality in history study and making full use of

historical wisdom (original translation)|. Shixue Yuekan 4:5-7 (2001), p.S.

Qu Lindong, “Guanyu yingxiang ershiyi shiji Zhongguo shixue fazhan de jige wenti” [Several
problems on the development of Chinese historiography in the 21* century]. Shixue vuekan 6:5-8
(2001), p.7.



atrocious, indescribable circumstances.”

There were two basic reactions among the Chinese historians after condemning
political interference in history and admitting past mistakes. The (irst reaction was to
avoid, as [ar as possible, “political” issues in historical rescarch. According to He
Xiaoming, by comparing the contents ot Lishi Yanjiu [Historical Research] between
the periods 1956-1965 and 1984-1989, the former period has some 58% focusing on
“politicized historical works™ and it falls to only 13% in the latter period.”® The
general understanding among most historians or at least the appeal is that historical
research should not be subordinated to any kind of temporary or partial or even

erroneous political needs.”’

The second reaction was the search for the reasons of their past mistakes and the
causes of political interference in history in China. In the first place, many historians
did not believe that their Marxist historiographical approach had been hindering their
soul-searching. They still insisted on the correctness of the Marxist theoretical
framework, only that they had not correctly interpreted and applied Marxist
historiography.5 % Ge and Wang argue that “in terms of quantity and quality of
research contributions, [historical] empiricism cannot match that of Marxism... but
Marxist historiography has to renew itself, has to undergo rigorous self-reflection and
develop a new and original theoretical system.”” So we can see some kind of veiled
attack on the inadequacies in Marxist historiography but Chinese historians cannot
still go far enough in their critique. This is the reason why the urge for separating

history from politics remains suspect.

There might yet be another explanation. After paying lip service to Marxist

ideology, these historians continue to do their own research all the same. In the study

% Cao Jiaji, Duncuo zhong shanbian: ershi shiji de Zhongguo lishixue [Successive changes amidst
obslaclcs Chinese historiography in the 20" century] (Beijing: Xiyuan Chubanshe, 2000). p.170.

* He Xiaoming, "Xiangluo minjian: crshiyi shiji Zhongguo lishixue zouxiang guankui” [Descending
down (o the people: the perspectives on Chinese historiography in the 21% century), Shixue Lilun Yanjiu,
l :68-71 (January 2001). p.69.

” Lin Ganquan, “Xinde gidian: shiji zhijiao de Zhongguo lishixuc’ | A new starting point: Chincse
Imlonogmphy at the wrn of the century|. Lishi Yanjiu, 4:5-17 (August 1997). p.6.

Lm pp.11-14.

® Ge Hongyuan and Wang Depeng. “Zhanwang ershiyi shiji de Zhongguo shixue” [Perspectives on
Chinese historiography in the 21* century]. Shixueshi Yanjiu. 4:76-78 (2001). p.76.
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of the history ol Chinese political institutions, Bai Gang urges historians 10 adopl a
pragmatic approach. to guard against over-simplification and “absolutization”
[,’ueduihua]. He is frank enough to admit that the “fecudal” political institutions in
history were not just tools of class oppression: “They had the functions of managing
public affairs. The rulers used all kinds of political institutions to regulate all kinds of
political relationships. This kind of political body contributed to the prosperity of the
society, feudal culture, national unification, resistance against foreign incursions. All

these showed that they had the functions of managing public alfairs.”®

% Again, with
reference to Chinese cultural history, according to Zhou Jiming, it is certainly wrong
to reduce the thousands of years of cultural history to the history of class struggles. To

him, human history is not just the rise and fall of classes alone.®!

In any case, we can see how earnestly the Chinese historians have tried to
re-establish the integrity of the historical discipline. The advocacy of Chen Tiejian is

genuine enough:

Historically, historiography has not been a prominent discipline [xianxue]. When
it is glorious, it is mostly at the service of politics. If you don’t believe it, just
look at the time of the Cultural Revolution when false histories were flooding all
over the place. The first principle of history is truthfulness. The first quality of a
historian is his unrestrictedness in exposing the facts. The work of historians
should be to ‘expose the good points and to punish the evils’, to let people know
of the achievements and their contributors in history and to show the world the
evils and the evil-doers so that they cannot escape [rom being noticed. History
should portray the tortuous and difficult path of the nation’s development so as (o
arouse people’s memory and their rational thinking. People would get rid of their
ignorance and humiliation, would help in the direction towards modernization,
and not be bound by party struggles only. History is part ol our culture. It must
be madc to be believable. History should conclude and learn (rom mistakes and

.. . . e e tel . : . 62
errors. The value of its existence is not tor ‘the propaganda ol the victors™.”

° Bai Gang, “Ershi shiji de 71]0[]"LUO zhengzhi jidushi yanjiu” [Studies on the history of Chinese
Polmcal institutions in the 20" century|, Lishi Yanjiu 6:157-171 (Dec 1996), p.168.

Zhou Jiming, “Ershi shiji de Zhongguo wenhuashi yanjiu” [Studies on China’s cultural history in the
60 century|, Lishi Yanjiu 6:122-142 (Dec 1997), p.131.

Chen Tiejian, “Zhencheng de shijia, zhenshi de lishi” [FFaithful historians, truthful history] Shixue
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These Chinese historians hope that by learning [rom these mistakes they can
remove the socicty’s misunderstanding and help to resurrect the rightful integrity of

Chinese historiography. There is still a long way to go in achicving this target.

In the meantime, they have pledged to reform the historiographical field in the
following ways by: 1. giving more emphasis to comparative studies of Chinese and
foreign histories; 2. reflecting on the use of theories and methods of western
historiography; 3. encouraging new interpretations of old historical problems or
personages; 4. inviting a multi-dimensional and inter-disciplinary approach to
historical research; 5. studying new social categories other than “class” and 6.
adopting a more “from-the-bottom-up or grassroot” approach in historical research.”’
With all these in mind, in the end and most probably, a historiography with distinct

Chinese characteristics will be built.**

The present threat to historical writing, however, comes from a different
direction: the threat of the commodification of history. According to Lin, under
market socialism, the academic achievement of historical studics has to take a form of
exchangeable commodity and he asks how historical studies can, under these
circumstances, preserve their own scientific and independent quality.®® It is
welcoming that the Chinese historians are more aware of their shortcomings and the
challenges ahead. With this in view, we may conclude that the self-enclosed academic
conditions of the pre-1980s have been broken and we will foresee a more heartening

development in the scene of Chinese historiography in the 2 1* century.

(F) Politics and Historiography: Similarities in Britain and China

Both colonial British and Chinese (traditional and communist) historiographies

are similar in their claim that history serves a moral and political function. Both try to

,‘\"uekan, 5:7-8 (2001), p.8.

Lin, pp.7-9: le. p.70 and sce also Zhao Shiyu and Deng Qingping, “Tirshi shiji Zhongguo shehuishi
yanjiu de huigu yu sikao” [A retrospective and consideration of studics on the Chinese social history in
ghc 20" century). Lishi Yanjiu 6:157-172 (September 2001). pp.165-166 and 169.

Hu Sheng, “Ruhe jianshe Zhongguo xinwenhua” [How to construct a new culture for Chinal. Lishi
6lganjiu 1:3-4 (Feb 19935), p 4.

Lin, p.16.



moralize the leaders and the people in general that history teaches some important
lessons. For the British colonial historians, the preservation and expansion of the
British Empire was at stake. Equally, lor the traditional Chinese historians, the
wellbeing of the Chinese Empire was dependent on a critical reflection of past
historical events. For the Chinesc communist historians, the promotion of historical
materialism was done in the name of the Chinese communist revolution. Again, both
historiographies are administrators’ historiographies. The British discourse claims that
the British system ol law and order was beneficial to the natives in the colonies. The
administrators, with their “Colonial Office” mind, worked to “protect the interests of
the natives.”” The Chinese administrators, be they traditional or communist, were
infused with an authoritarian ideology to serve their people. So, in these various ways,
historians of colonial Britain and imperial/communist China were sentinels to their
respective systems. To be sure, the historiographical scenes in Britain and China have
undergone tremendous changes. Decolonization (together with the impact of
post-modernism and post-colonialism) has deeply affected how British colonial
history can be written. Equally, the policy favouring “openness and reform” in China
has led to some profound soul-searching among Mainland Chinese historians. China

can no longer write history in a monolithic voice.
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Mer Four — The British Colonial Discourse on Writing Hong Kong History

This chapter outlines the general but salient features of British colonial
discourse on both pre-British (pre-1841) and British Hong Kong (1841-1997). More
in-depth and specific examples are reserved for the case-study chapter (Chapter Eight)
Jater. Attention i$ also given (o the shifts and variations in British colonial discourse
on Hong Kong history. Books published by the British historians in the 19™ century
certainly reflect unmistakably the imperialist ethos of the time. Examples of this
include E.J. Eitel’s and J.W. Norton-Kyshe’s treatments published in 1895 and 1898
respectively.' All subsequent books on Hong Kong history (by British historians
especially) are affccted by their colonial historiography. Writing in the 1930s, G.R.
Sayer frankly admitted that he was indebted to Eitel and Norton-Kyshe in producing
his two volumes on Hong Kong history.> An extremist illustration of colonial
historiography is found in the propaganda pamphlet called Hong Kong: a Short
History of the Colony and an Outline of the Present Political Situation in China, also
published in the 1930s.” Still relying on the administrators’ point of view, Winfred
Wood’s A Brief History of Hong Kong (1940)* does not add anything major to Eitel’s
or Sayer’s accounts. The section on Hong Kong in Lennox Mills’ book only adds a
further prop to British colonial rule there.” After the Second World War, G.B.
Endacott’s works® became the “standard” history of Hong Kong. He has relied
essentially on “official” documents to support his colonial administrative approach to
Hong Kong history. Apart from the release of the revised edition of Endacott’s A

History of Hong Kong, there was, perhaps a bit strangely, no publication of a general

' E.J. Eitel, Europe in China, the history of Hong Kong from the beginning to the year 1882 (Hong
Kong: Oxford University Press, 1983; originally published in Hong Kong by Kelly & Welsh, 1895);
James William Norton-Kyshe, The history of the laws and courts of Hong Kong from the earliest
period to 1898, v.1 &2 (Hong Kong: Vetch and Lee, 1971; first published 1898).

° G.R. Sayer, Hong Kong 1841-1862: birth, adolescence and coming of age [hereafter as Birth] (Hong
Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1980; first published in 1937) and Hong Kong 1862-1919: years
of discretion [hereaftier as Discretion] (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1975: originally
gompletcd in 1939).

The Publicity Bureau tor South China, Hong Kong, Hong Kong: a short history of the colony and an
outline of the present political situation in China [hereafter as Publicity Bureau] (Hong Kong, no
?uhlishcr. third edition, 1937).

Wintred Wood, A brief historv of Hong Kong (Hong Kong: South China Moming Post. 1940).

Lennox A. Mills. British rule in Eastern Asia: a study of contemporary government and econontic
glevelopmenl in British Malava and Hong Kong (London: Oxford University Press, 1942).

G.B. Endacott. A history of Hong Kong [hereafter as History] (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press,
1973; first published 1958); A biographical sketch-book of early Hong Kong [hercafter as Sketchbook]
(Singapore: Eastern Universities Press, 1962) and Government and people in Hong Kong 1841-1962: a
constitutional history [hereafter as Government| (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1964).
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history ol Hong Kong in the 1970s and 1980s. Certainly, during the same period
(1970s and 1980s). British colonialism was in retreat and colonial historiography was
subject to critical scrutiny and refutation. Nigel Cameron’s An [llustrated History of
Hong Kong reveals a glimpse of this critique.” British colonial historiography is
rekindled, though in a ditferent fashion, in Jan Morris’ and Frank Welsh’s accounts of
Hong Kong.® In the dying moments of British rule in Hong Kong, both of them tried

to resurrect some of the glories of British colonialism.

(A) Pre-British Hong Kong History: Establishing a Case

Putting it in the simplest terms, the great etfort (by historians such as Eitel,
Sayer and Welsh) devoted (o narrating and explaining the pre-colonial history of
Hong Kong up to the First Opium War is to establish a case: that the British had tried
hard to build a “fair and cquitable™ working relationship with China. China should
treat Britain on an equal and diplomatic basis, and should provide (not “grant”) an
open market for mutual and profitable trade. But the British efforts (exemplified by
the Macartney, Amherst and Napier Missions) were all failures. During the last
mission, in particular, Napier was subjected to intolerable insults and contemptuous
and wrongful treatment.” Frank Welsh has devoted one whole chapter to “the
humiliation of Lord Napier”.'® All the problems between China and Britain were due
to the arrogance and obscurantism of the Chinese, it is argued.!" The discourse
continues by saying that the British were forced to light a war to open up China, to
bring her to her senses. War was inevitable and almost forced upon Britain. In the
words of Endacott, “The old methods of solving disputes between the two countries
were becoming no longer acceptable, and since the Chinese would not open
diplomatic negotiations or recognize the British government as anything but normal
tributary, it followed that any scrious incident would easily lead to war. There was no

acceptable alternative.”"” It scems that the British were trying to say that war, which

! Nigel Cameron. An illustrated historv of Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press. 1991).
Jan Morris. Hong Kong: epilogue to an empire (London: Penguin Books, 1997, first published in
3988): Frank Welsh, A history of Hong Kong (London: HarperCollins, 1997 first edition 1993).
N Sayer, Birth, p.43.
1 Welsh, chapter 3. pp.62-100.
According to  Said, “The crime was that the Oriental was an Oriental.” See Edward Said,
griemalism: Western conceptions of the Orient (London: Penguin Books, 1995), p.39.
Endacou, History. p.13.
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they had tricd everything to avoid. had been forced upon them. Even when war was
really forced upon them, it is argued, and the British still tried o act in a restrained
manner. In the words ol Iindacott, “The aim ol the expedition. .. was not all-out war,
but the use ot sufficient force tor an effective blockade, which should induce the
Chinese to come Lo terms.”"" There were many instances in which Captain Charles
Elliot was described as having exercised maximum restraint in the conduct of war.

Examples will be given in the case-study chapter later.

Next, the British were described as having no territorial ambition vis-a-vis
China. Starting from Eitel, British colonial historians have tried their best to discourse
along this line. As Eitel puts it, “It is evidently unjust to say, what is commonly found
stated in Continental and American histories of British intercourse with the Far East,

s» 14

that ‘the English wanted Hong Kong and they took it by force of arms. Again,

Endacott argues that “Hong Kong was not placed under British control because of

3515

territorial acquisitiveness...””” What Britain wanted was a useful and secure trading
post. “The demand was for a secure and ordered trade, tree from exorbitant charges
and arbitrary arrangements; for law and order and tor courts of justice in which the
merchant had confidence. The British merchants argued that if the Chinese could not
provide the requisite conditions in which trade could flourish, the British must. The
demand for an island station [Hong Kong] was therefore a regrettable necessity, and it
size was immaterial; the important thing was its function in providing those necessary
conditions in which trade should flourish.”"® Several key points arise from this
quotation. The cession of Hong Kong from Chinese rule is because China could not
provide the favourable conditions for such a trading post. Pax Britannica was deemed
the only alternative. The size of this post could also be small since Endacott describes
size as “immaterial”. The implication is that the loss to China, if any, would be
minimal. The argument that Hong Kong was just a “barren” and “sparsely inhabited”
island"’ points in the same direction: the Chinese should not protest so loudly because

the loss was almost negligible.

:: Endacott. Historvy, p.16.

. Eitel, pp.125-126.

y Endacott, Government, p.v.

I Endacott, History, pp.9-10.
Sayer, Birth, p.5.
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Another line ol dismissing the Hong Kong issuc is to say that Hong Kong had
traditionally not been important to China. According (0 one extremist view, “The
cession [ol Hong Kong] was brought about by force of events. And the oller came
from the Chinese authorities. The island had never really been an integral part of
China or of any practical value to the Chinese social or political organism. [t was
unknown to the topographers and statesmen of China until men came from the Far
West to give it a name in the Far East.”'® This same point is also taken up by
Endacott in that he believes that Hong Kong “had little part in the main current of
Chinese history.”"” These are certainly efforts to detach Hong Kong from its rightful
Chinese connection. And if the argument stands, the loss of Hong Kong should not be
considered a loss to China at all. Curiously, this type of argument even persists up to
the 1990s. Welsh renders his argument as follows: “For his part the Chinese Emperor
Tao-kuang, forced into acknowledging the loss of this minuscule piece of his territory,
hitherto almost certainly unknown o him, by the guns of the Royal Navy levelled at
the walls of Nanking, was baffled. He concluded that ‘these barbarians always look
on trade as their chief occupation; and are wanting in any high purpose of striving for
territorial acquisition. .. It is plain that they are not worth attending to.””*° The
argument that it was Qishan (Kishen, the chiel negotiator on the Chinese side, after
the demise of Commissioner Lin Zexu) that “‘offered” Hong Kong to the British will
be explained in detail in the case-study chapter. The issue involves the “legality” of
the seizure or occupation (depending on one’s standpoint) of Hong Kong before the

signing of the Nanjing Treaty in 1842.

(B) The Opium Issue: the Efforts to Write it Off

Regardless of arguments to the contrary, the opium issue in Sino-British
interactions was discreditable, and every effort has been used by the British to
minimise its importance. To start with, British colonial historians have always
disputed the name “Opium War”, beginning with Eitel, who calls it simply “the First
Anglo-Chinese War”, a scemingly innocuous and “neutral™ term. Eitel assesses that

“The China war of 1841 (wrongly styled the opium war) was the logical

:: Publicity Bureau, p.25.
2 Endacott, History, p.3.
~ Welsh, p.1.
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consequences ol [the] British Act ol 1833 [ which abolished the monopoly of the East
[ndia Company in the China trade).”" Endacott calls it the “so-called” Opium War**
and, according to the same author, “War might have come in 1834 after the Napier
episode, was delayed until 1840 and became associated with the discreditable opium

923
trade.

Apart from the opium issue, Endacott has listed six other underlying causes
of the “so-called” Opium War. Following Endacott, Welsh also believes that the term
“Opium War” is erroneous.”* Eitel adds a final note, by way of obfuscation rather
than of logic, that the omission of the opium issue in the Treaty of Nanjing “proves”
that the war had not been fought over it: “This Treaty is more noteworthy for the
stipulations omitted than for those included in it. The prohibition or legalisation of the
opium trade was not referred to. The war had not been undertaken for the sake of
opium. China was therefore justly left free to settle the opium question at her own
sweet will.”?® The tragedy is that the weakness of China prevented her from

controlling the hideous drug and it was never “her own sweet will” that mattered.*®

According to the British colonial historians, the war was not essentially caused
by the opium issue and the blame was laid on the recklessness of the Chinese side,
particularly on the person of Commissioner Lin Zexu. Eitel opens this typical

argument with his accusation as follows, all in one long sentence:

His [Lin’s] utter disregard of the sacredness which Britain attributes to the life,
the liberty and the property of others, his reckless assumption that civilized
foreigners, temporarily residing in China, must submit themselves to the
barbarous code of Chinese penal laws and to the corrupt judicial process of
Chinese tribunals, his open and undisguised determination to hold one set of
foreign merchants responsible with their lives for the doings of others not
under their control, his absurd aftirmation of the sovercignty of China over

Greal Britain and other foreign nations, and finally his persistent refusal to

Eitel, p.28.
Endacott. Hisrory, p.14.
Endacott. History. p.14.
Welsh, p.xi.
" Eitel, p.155.
For a critical refutation of Eitel's “her own sweet will” argument, see Gregory Blue, “*Opium for
China: the British connection” in Timothy Brook and Bob T. Wakabayashi (eds.) Opiuni regimes:
China, Britain and Japan, 1839-1952 (Berkeley: University of California Press. 2000). pp.31-54.
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give to Her Majesty's Representative in China a dignificd official status, all
these measures of Lin, as the typical representative of Chinese mandarindom,
served only to force upon the English people, aroused at last from their apathy
by the startling news of the imprisonment of the whole foreign community, the
conviction that some serious alterations in British relations with the Chinese
Empire were necessary and that British commerce could never be safely
carried on, and certainly could never flourish in a country where British
property are alike at the mercy of a capricious, corrupt and inordinately

conceited Government.’

All subsequent colonial historians have based their arguments on essentially a
variation of Eitel’s. The colonial logic is simple: if China was so deplorable it was
better for the British to establish dominance over it. Hong Kong was going to be made
a crown colony and China as a whole would be controlled within the category of the

“informal empire” of Great Britain.

After the Opium War, the focus of the British government was to legalize the
opium trade. The British certainly knew what they were doing, even though they tried
hard to avoid the moral issues associated with the opium issue. The first Governor of
Hong Kong, Henry Pottinger, knew of the difficulties involved and tried his best to
get through this thorny issue. According to Sayer®®, Pottinger told the Chinese
officials that Britain did not have the power to prevent the importation of opium and
that given the venality of the Chinese officials and the Chinese people’s insistent
demand, opium was bound to find its way into China. Legalization of the drug would
also help stop the outflow of silver from China. Endacott also observes the
predicament of the British government and Pottinger: “The British government’s
policy was set out in a dispatch to Pottinger of January 1843. The British opium
smuggler must receive no protection or support, and all officials must hold aloof
‘from $o discreditable a traffic.” ‘H.M. Government... have not the power to put a
$top to this trade... The import of opium into the colony could not be prevented, but
when the island was declared a British colony, Pottinger would then have power to

prohibit the import of opium intended for export, or its deposit on board receiving

" Eitel, pp97-98.
= Sayer, Birth, pp.155-156.
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vessels in the harbour. It was agreed that this action would do little 1o mitigate the evil,
and Pottinger was to consider measures which would have the effect of putting the

trade on a less discreditable footing. He was to urge legalization. . .[italics addcd]”29

The unease of the British government can be seen in the final episode of the
legalization process. Opium was not something to be proud of and legalization of it
should be done in a quiet manner $o as to clear everyone’s conscience, so to speak.
This is how Sayer describes the cpisode: “[in 1858] ...opium (together with a number
of other articles much less controversial) was quietly removed [italics added] from the
contraband to the tariff list.... The Treaty [of Tianjin] thus provided a new set of rules
for the conduct of foreign trade, thereby incidentally allowing the Colony to enter

upon years of discretion with a clean sheet if not a clear conscience.”*°

(C) Official Viewpoint: the Problem of Perspective and Sources

The most distinctive feature of many of the British colonial historians (especially
the earlier ones) is that they had been government officials. Eitel, apart from his
missionary connections, served variously as Director ot Chinese Studies, Inspector of
Schools, Chinese Secretary, Head of the Interpretation Department and Private
Secretary to Governor Hennessy. He was always close enough to the colonial
administration to understand what was happening there in Hong Kong, according to
Lethbridge.”" Because of his “official” connections, he was privileged to have access
to many official source materials, some of which are no longer extant. Equally,
because of his official connections (some of which turned sour on him), his
perspective on various issues and personalities was inevitably affected or biased. In
the words of Evans, “the bias with which he interpreted events and the colours chosen
by him for the broad sweeps ol his brush are almost everywhere evident.”™*?

Lethbridge explains that Eitel, probably because ol his “German conception”, was

* Endacott. History. p.43.
3 . .
N Sayer, Discretion, p.6.
“ HLJ. Lethbridge, “Introduction” to E.J. Eitel's book Europe in China, p.v.
D.M. Emrys Evans, “Introduction” to G.R Sayer’s book. Hong Kong 1841-1862:birth, adolescence
and coming of age. p.xiv.
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widely distrusted by the small European community in Hong Kong."" We must be on

our guard using Liitel's account as final and definitive.

Similar to Eitel, Sayer also had a long civil service career starting from 1910
as a Cadet Otticer and ending in 1938 as the Director of Education. He relied on
official documents and other secondary sources in the construction of his history of
Hong Kong. The problem here is that the sources are just one of the determinants of
Sayer’s historical accounts. He himself then adds a good deal of his own subjective
opinion. On the issuc of the interventions of historians, Sayer “classed himself
modestly as a chronicler, a gleaner and assembler of facts” but he had “an active mind
at work,” interspersing the historical accounts with his own views and judgements.34
Certainly, a historian need to reconstruct a historical narrative of his subject matter
and here “Sayer was the next [the first being E.J. Eitel] to make a serious attempt to
give a real historical impress (o the forces which shaped and guided the Colony, and

to put in some order the principal happenings of moment...”*

To Evans, “the work [Sayer’s book] itselt may have become a piece of
history.” Quoting directly from Evans, Sayer opines that *“.. .history is little without
the judicious intrusion of the historian’s own psyche into his professionally objective
assessments and judgments.” “The business of the historian is not simply to record a
sequence of events. .. but to select and to draw inferences”® The frankness of Sayer
is admirable. He admits that he has put his historian’s hand in the narrative. On

writing the history ot Hong Kong, Sayer gives a detailed account of his own style:

It is the duty of the historian to record this growth [of the city of Victoria], a
task of considerable difficulty, for he is entirely dependent for his [acts on
unconsidered trifles, odds and ends of maps and plans, old pictures and prints,
old buildings, scraps from the conlemporary press, occasional extracts from
memoirs dealing with the China wars, and so forth; and he has (with a strict
curb upon his imagination) (o picce the bits together into a coherent whole.

Nor is his task ended there: (or the fourth dimension, the dimension of time, is

: Lethbridge. Introduction to E.J. Eitel’ book Europe in China. p.Xi.
N E‘vans, p.X.
\ Evans, p.xv.

Evans, p.xvi. See also Sayer’s own preface. Birth.  p.v.
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ol the essence ol the figure which he has to produce. Is he. then, to watch
constantly at the bedside and issue daily bulletins, in other words to attempt to
keep pace with the growth? Or is he 1o stand aside, and at intervals make an

exploratory examination — and, il so, at what intervals?'’

During the age in which Sayer lived, many of the British historians believed
that they were writing “objectively’. In the case of Sayer he believes that he has taken
“a bland, if not a neutral, and certainly forthrightly simple view of the history of
relations between China and Britain.™® This is certainly a debatable point. The
‘neutral’ stance is seldom neutral. Sayer’s treatment of the opium issue nearly always
betrays his own partisan stance. What he hoped to do was to desensitize the issue. In

defence, he tries to make use of international law in his argument:

The opium situation, in fact, stood exactly where it had stood before the war
and the Treaty [of Nanjing]; except for this one important difference, that
England now had in Hong Kong (or was shortly to get) a place in the
immediate proximity of China over which she was to exercise full sovereignty,
and upon which she could accordingly store opium, or any other article she
pleased, to her heart’s content, by virtue of a right at least as incontestable as
the right of China to prohibit its introduction to the mainland. I speak here in
terms of what may be described as legality, though in actual fact international
law is at best a shadowy region and, as touching the relations between Europe

oy . L3
and China at this time, was non-existent. ’

But the admission that international law was unclear or “shadowy” betrays a

clear message of Sayer’s apologetic discomfort.

Let us now consider Endacott. Though he does not claim that his book A
History of Hong Kong is the “definitive” work on the colony®, it is treated by many
as the standard textbook for the historical account of Hong Kong. The

“authoritativeness” of Endacott’s book is based on his access to or control of the

Z Sayer, Birth. p.102.

“ Evans, p.xvii.

. Sayer, Birth, p.129.
Endacott, History, p.vii.



official (therefore sacred™) documents. Like Endacout, the colonial historians might
argue that they have the hegemon’s knowledge over Hong Kong and are therefore

able to “deline” Hong Kong history. Endacott states right from the beginning that:

[His book] is based on a study of the Colonial Office records consisting of the
dispatches of the governors and the replies from the Colonial Oftice, reports of
local commissions and committees of enquiry, sessional papers and other
information sent home by the governors, correspondence between the Colonial
Office and other departments, annual Blue Books of statistics relating to the
colony, minutes of the Executive and Legislative Councils, Hong Kong
Government Gazettes, and Hong Kong Ordinances. The records of the foreign
Office, Admiralty, War Office and Board of Trade were also consulted. In
addition various sources, such as the local newspapers which date to a period
twelve years preceding the birth of the colony, gazetteers and memoirs, and
such Chinese material as has been available in translation have been used. But
the story of Hong Kong has been told mainly as seen through the eyes of the

governors and the Colonial Office.*!

The lack of direct Chinese sources (because Endacott did not know the
language) creates a major problem: the blotting out of the real role of the Chinese in
colonial Hong Kong. Endacott tries to rationalize the absence of Chinese personalities
in his A Biographical Sketch-book of Early Hong Kong, with reference to the absence

of the relevant historical sourccs, and the argument is interesting:

To the possible objection that few Chinese appear in the book, it must be
remembered that at first the Chinese had no occasion to come to Hong Kong
except on short visits for trade, and theretore no reason to bring their families.
The Chinese were sojourners only, as indeed they have been during the whole
of the Colony’s history until recently, and it was not until toward the end of
the period covered there | 1841-1866], that Chinese families were coming to
reside. It would be of great intercst 1o trace the early history of the well-known

Chinese of later years but more research from private sources would be needed

1
Endacott, History, p.vii.
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for this, and in its abscnce the contribution of the Chinese o carly Hong Kong
cannot fairly be appraised. Lor these reasons, and without seeming to belittle
that contribution, it has been judged preferable to confine these sketches to

~ 42
Europcans.

It is interesting that if the Chinese were just sojourners the same should apply
to the Europeans as well. It is argued that data regarding well-known Chinese could
be found in “private” (as against Endacott’s use of “public”” and “official”) sources.
But what about the intelligence and other reports gathered by the Registrar-General in
colonial Hong Kong? The contribution of the Chinese did not come later, and did
not fall outside the period covered (1841-1866). We can only guess why the Chinese
were removed from the picture. But the blotting out of the locals and natives is a

recurrent tactic in colonial historiography.

Let us go back to Endacott’s use of ofticial sources. Through these sources,
one can always detect the sense of “‘authoritativeness” in Endacott’s historical
accounts. He argues that the official sources are generally accurate in terms of fact
and hence, by extension, his account of Hong Kong history should be reliable. The
shortcomings of Endacott’s approach, however, should also be noted and the
comments of Alan Birch are useful here: Endacott has given “perhaps undue emphasis
on the parts played by the Colonial Governors” and there is “sometimes a failure to

explore the records as deeply as they deserve.”*

Another weakness of the ofticial approach is paternalism. Again using Birch’s
comments: ... as a historian, he [Endacott] was accurately reflecting the prevailing
ethos of Englishmen like himself drawn to Hong Kong in the post-war years, seeing
the colony as a place to accumulate wealth at a rate not possible in Britain. Yet there
was a sense ol responsibility to the inhabitants of Hong Kong as they, through events
on the mainland, slowly acquired the feeling of belonging to their place of refuge and

4

prosperity.”™ It is interesting to compare it with the concluding remarks of Sayer

° Endacout, Skerchbook. p.viii.

Alan Birch's “Memoir of G.B. Endacott” in the latter’s Hong Kong eclipse |hereafter as Eclipse]
glong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1978). p.viii.

Birch, p.ix.
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(Birth. pp-197-198) in which he underlined the contributions of the cadet ofticers Lo

the administration of Hong Kong_**

Endacott revealed a strong measure of colonial apologetics in his writing, and

it is worth quoting in some length:

... [T]he history of Hong Kong was not peculiar, but very typical of British
overseas activity of the early Victorian epoch. What was sought was a
commercial and not a territorial empire, and the island was taken over
reluctantly, primarily for the purpose of establishing the necessary organs of
law and order and administration, free from Chinese intervention or control.
Its function was no different from that of the settlements in the treaty ports in
which the British Consul could supervise trade and settle disputes, [ree from
interference. A healthy trade demanded settled conditions, suppression of
robbery, guarantee of contract and of impartial justice. Since the Chinese were
thought to be unable to provide these conditions, the British had to provide
them. This is fundamental to any understanding of the history of Hong Kong.
The colony was not thought of in terms of territorial gain, but as the minimum
space required for what were thought to be the necessary British institutions.
Its function was to be the headquarters of British trade, administration and

general influence in the Far East.*®

Endacott argues that Britain had no territorial desire in China. It seems that he
has failed to carefully check the validity of his own assertion. Or perhaps he has been
apologetically defending what the British government had done. Perhaps the single

most important bias is his assertion that “The history of Hong Kong really begins with

s Sayer, as a cadet officer, made use of Sir Hercules Robinson’s self commendation to congratulate
himself. The original quotation is as follows: “It would ill become me [Robinson] to enlarge here
tonight upon the various changes and improvements which have been carried into effect during my
term of office. Nor would any object be gained by my doing so: for such improvements as the Praya,
the Public Garden, gas. water. the new subsidiary currency, the mint in course of erection. the
admirable scheme of public education—and such measures also as those adopted for improving the
position of the Civil Servants. and for training up by means of Cadetships a body of gentlemen
acquainted with the language and character of the people over whom they have to rule. .. these | say
and numerous other measures remain to mark the course of my administration. .. and will be judged not
by any words which I could speak in their praise tonight. but by the practical test of their failure or
§;lccess.” Sayer, Birth, p.198.

Endacott,History, pp.vii-viii.
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the coming ol the British in 1841...*" The statement is certainly problematic in itself
but the mostL important question remains: who writes the history of Hong Kong? It is
(00 excessive Lo say that “It [Hong Kong] was unknown to the topographers and
statesmen of China until men came from the Far West to give it a name in the Far
Easl-"“ [t reminds us ol the connection between (geographical or historical)

knowledge and (political) power.*

In fact, to be fair, Endacott himself has some reservations about the validity of
the “official history”, which is best illustrated by the publication of his other work,
Hong Kong Eclipse (concentrating on the history of Hong Kong for the period
1938-1948), in 1978. It seems that the further we get into the 1970s, the more
self-critical are the historians. They tend to be less and less colonial in orientation,
even though Endacott is still handicapped by his inability to read the Chinese
language and his dependence on the official sources for information. There is a
curious sentence mentioned in the preface: “It had been intended that this book should
be sponsored by the Hong Kong Government and be, to that extent, an official history,
but this was not to be.”>* Endacott does not explain this curious insertion but one
might not be surprised because he includes many points which one might assume
would not be to the Hong Kong government’s liking. True to his profession, Endacott
adheres to the principle that truthfulness in history is what must be most important.
First of all, Endacott is never silent on the lack of preparation on the part of the Hong
Kong government in the face of the Japanese invasion. “To what extent were Hong
Kong people prepared for the war? That much had been done cannot be gainsaid, yet

- 95
much was left undone.””!

The provision of air-raid shelters was found to be utterly
inadequate. “The failure (0 provide air-raid shelters for the masses, on the grounds of
probable lack of warning time to make use of them, was strongly criticized by the
Chinese unofticial members of the Legislative Council in the 1939 Budget debate,

and also condemned in the Press.”*?

:: Endacou, Historv. p.4.
.. Publicity Burcau, p.25.

Linda Tuhiwai Smith reminds what Europeans did when they “discovered” a new piece of land:
“They came, they saw, they named, they claimed.” in Decolonizing methodologies: research and
's"')ldl;genous peoples (London and New York: Zed Books). p.80.

) Endacott, Eclipse, p.xiii.
. Endacott, Eclipse. p.25.
"~ Endacott, Eclipse. p.50.
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The issue of governmental corruption and systemic dysfunction was also
openly admitted: “The Government made itself intensely disliked over the
compulsory evacuation scheme and it lost respect over the scandals connected with
the A.R.P. [Air Raid Precaution] and Immigration Departments. The suspicion grew
that graft was not conlined to those two cases but permeated the whole Government
Service...”5 * In explaining this systemic problem, Endacott puts it in this way: “One
factor which probably hampered the Hong Kong defence effort was the extraordinary

change-over in high-ranking government personnel just before the Japanese attack.”™

The failure of the Hong Kong government to detend the colony was also due
to the success of Japanese intelligence gathering: “Security over defence matters was
sadly lacking and the Japanese were able to gain all the information necessary for
success in their attack. It is difficult to see how it could have been otherwise. The
open frontier, at least up to the imposition of immigration restrictions in July 1940,
prevented any strict check being made on immigrants, and many supporters of the
Japanese-sponsored puppet regime in Nanking under Wang Ching-wei entered the
Colony unhindered and collaborated with the Japanese. The latter, like everyone else,
were free to come and go, and Japanese agents found little difficulty in getting jobs as

a cover to their activities.”™ And contrasting the Japanese success, British
intelligence was a dismal failure: “‘On the other hand, by comparison, British
intelligence was poor. In 1940 General Grasett ftelt so dissatisfied that he sent officers

to Chungking to gain intelligence of Japanese troop movements.””

Another pertinent point is the exposition of Hong Kong as a divided
community. There was a general lack of loyalty among Chinese towards the British.

According to Endacott,

The Chinese remained Chinese at heart and tew were absorbed into the
weslern community. They came to Hong Kong secking economic opportunity

and most looked forward to returning to China when they could afford to do so;

:: I§ndac0(t, Eclipse, pp.25-26.

. Endacout, Eclipse, p.55.

« Endacott, Eclipse, pp.63-64.
Endacout, Eclipse, p.64.
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in the meantime, they asked only that they should be left alone and were quite
prepared Lo shill for themselves. Basically law-abiding, they gave little trouble
to the authoritics, they asked for no share in political control or for any form of
State aid, and by the same token they did not expect the State to make any
demands on them, beyond the normal land dues, rates and indirect taxation on
luxuries. There was but slight fecling of belonging to Hong Kong, scant
loyalty to the State, and little spirit of willing sacrifice for the community. To
them, Hong Kong defence was a matter for the British. Hong Kong was,
therefore, an artificial society and the vast majority were there temporarily,
seeking economic advantage or escape from Japanese attack, and only
Eurasians, Portuguese and some local Chinese, Indians and others of long
standing became westernized and regarded Hong Kong as a home worth

fighting for."’

Traditionally, the colonial government had always liked to play down the race
issue and it claimed that its policies (defence policy included) had never been based
on racism. But when it came to the crunch (as in the most testing time of the Japanese

war), racism remained the Achilles heel of the Hong Kong government.

In general the Hong Kong government remained highly suspicious of the
Chinese race, something that was also evident in the process of conscription: “[The]
Registration Ordinance of March 1939 required all British subjects of European birth
aged 18 to 55 to register and give their qualifications, and was designed as a
preliminary step to compulsory service and the efflicient deployment of manpower.
British subjects of Chinese extraction were allowed to register voluntarily after the
Chinese members of the Legislative Council had assured the Governor of Chinese
support, but it was admittedly difficult to include the Chinese, even il born here,

. . X L) 2258
because so few possessed birth certificates.”™

The argument that the Chinese were excluded from conscription because they
did not have birth certificates is rather tenuous. But when it came to the crunch, to the

issue of arming the Chinese population against the imminent Japanese invasion, the

:; Endacott, Eclipse. pp.26-27.
= Endacott. Eclipse. p.43.
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British were never more hesitant. As Endacott explains, “The Chinese authoritics
pressed the Hong Kong Government to arm the local Chinese to fight the Japanese in
conjunction with the Nationalist armies and the British naturally refused this facile
suggestion, having regard (o the mass of refugees whose reliability could not be taken
for granted. In any case, in 1940 it was impossible because of the lack of arms;
moreover Britain was adhering to the policy of giving no offence to J apan. Britain
remained lukewarm towards China, and not without reason in view of the long years
of anti-British demonstrations in the Treaty Ports.”® Endacott should have added the
instance of the 1925-26 Canton-Hong Kong General Strike against the British. Given
the exposition of so many government blunders in the 1930s and 1940s, we are in a
much better position to understand why the Hong Kong government withheld
sponsorship of Endacott’s Hong Kong Eclipse. Indeed, it is my contention that the
limitation of “‘official sources” is jubt one thing, there is also a matter of perspective

and professionalism.*

Summarising the three colonial historians so far, the fact stands out that it is
not that they have openly declared their works to be definitive (as Munn has claimed)
but that they have been, on the whole, defenders of the Hong Kong government.®!
Their histories have become historical documents themselves. To be sure, until
recently, colonial historiography has been more or less a kind of ideological adjunct to
colonialism. Then, starting from the 1980s, anti-colonial critiques powerfully cast
doubt on conventional colonial wisdom. The retlections of Cameron (writing in 1991)

are useful here:

It was still possible in 1958 [when Endacott published his classic A History of
Hong Kong] to regard colonial possessions — those which had not by then been
surrendered to their indigenous peoples — with a certain glow of nostalgic
pride as Britain relinquished them and their (in colonial terms) insurmountable
problems. The opinion is largely unacceptable now. Thirty years on, whatever

our personal view may be of colonialism, it can scarcely be identical with that

o Enda(.ott Eclipse. p.65.

A professional historian such as Endacott could not close his eyes to all those numerous blunders
Wwithout compromising his professionalism. At this instance, his perspective did not sit comfortably
V:'lth the government’s point of view. The government might hope to forget about all those blunders.

Of course, if one is critical enough one can d.le)’S notice their uneasiness in defending a
8overnment which had an “opium connection” for so long.
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current in the climate of political opinion of 1958. The intervening years have,
among myriad other transformations, cast Hong Kong in a role of some
significance in the world context, a position it did not then hold. In those three
decades major shifts in political thought have taken place, and the perspective
we now apply to the scene has sharply altered. Reason enough for a retelling

of the story.*?

With the help of a historian (Cameron) to dissect another historian (Endacott),
we are in a better position o understand the “meanings” that history can convey to us.

It shows clearly some of the functions of critical historiography.

(D) The Administrators’ History

Let us reproduce the contents page of Endacott’s A History of Hong Kong and

see what comes out of his historical approach:

Preface vii

Preface to the Second Edition X
I Introduction 1
II The European Traders at Canton, 1833-39 4
III The Birth of the Colony 14
1A% Unwilling Recognition 19
\% The Early Years of the Settlement, January 1841 to June 1843 25
VI Blue Print for a New Colony 35
ViI Early Government under Sir John Davis, 1844-48 50
VIII Social and Economic Conditions, 1841-47 64
IX Sir George Bonham, 1848-54 78
X Sir John Bowring, 1854-59 87
XI Sir Hercules Robinson, 1859-65 105
XII Social and Economic Conditions, 1848-65 121
XIII  The Growth of a Public System of Education, 1841-65 132
X1v Sir Richard Graves Macdonnell, 1866-72 143

e Cameron, p.2.
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XV
XVl
XVII
XVIII
XIX
XX

XXII
XXIII
XXIV

XXVI
XXVII
XXVIII

Sir Arthur Kennedy, 1872-77

Sir John Pope Hennessy, 1877-82

Social and Economic Conditions, 1865-82

Sir George Bowen and Sir William Des Voeux, 1883-91
Sir William Robinson, 1891-98

The Development of the Educational System in the latter
half of the Nineteenth Century

Social and Economic Conditions, 1882-98

The New Territories

Hong Kong in the Early Twenticth Century, 1898-1918
The Inter-War Years, 1919-39

Defeat and Recovery

New Administrative Patterns

A Problem of People and the Rise of Industry

Hong Kong in the Modern World

Bibliography

Appendices: 1. List of Governors of the Colony of Hong Kong

2. List of Secretaries of State for the Colonies

Glossary

Index

160
170
183
198
215

228
243
260
269
285
298
307
314
320
325
327
328
329
331

The prominence of the governors in the Table of Contents is unmistakable. This

is the pattern set by Eitel and Sayer, though Endacott is more “modern” by adding

chapters on the social, economic and education developments of the colony. Eitel

gives a detailed account of Hong Kong history {rom its beginning to 1882, not

according to any other conceivable historical periodization but in terms of the

administrations of successive nineteenth-century Hong Kong governors. In relation to

Governor Bonham, Eitel has pinpointed the importance of the Hong Kong governors:

“...whilst it never is in the power of a Governor to create prosperity, he has it in his
power to hinder, mar and destroy it.

immensely powerful in Hong Kong. There were quite a number of instances of

2563

* Eitel, p.285.

Indeed, the colonial governors were
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unpopular governors being jeered when they left the colony, simply because they had

peen instrumental in blocking the merchants’ business.

So, though not disregarding the Chinese role in Hong Kong history, Eitel’s
approach has laid the foundation for the administrators’ history of the colony. This
approach, however, certainly has its shortcomings, and according to Lethbridge, it has
tended to “distort or interrupt larger economic and social trends, for these overlap
particular governors.”®* Yet, the same commentator reminds us of the reasoning
behind such an approach: “There is, one admits, more sense in this traditional
approach when the subject is colonial history and the territory discussed is small in
area or population. Colonial governors do wield vast powers and some leave their
stamp indelibly and lastingly on a colony after their five years of office. This is also
true when power is almost monopolized by a small governing elite as in
nineteenth-century Hong Kong, with the governor symbolizing that elite. Europe in
China is, in the above sense, old-fashioned.”®> What is more pertinent to me is: this
kind of administrators’ historical approach is indicative of the colonial rule itself. At
the top of the ruling pyramid, the governor (technically he alone) would be
responsible for all the credit or discredit resulting from the government’s policies. He
alone must determine what course of action is to be taken and all other people (the
highest Executive Council included) must be purely advisory. If Hong Kong’s
colonial historiography remained unchanged, it is most probably because the colonial
structure basically remained the same. The demise of this approach from the 1980s is

therefore indicative of the more profound socio-political changes in Hong Kong.

It can be argued (hat colonial historiography has been used to prop up the
authoritarian colonial structure of Hong Kong.*® It is particularly evident in
Endacott’s Government and People in Hong Kong 1841-1962: a Constitutional
History, published in 1964. Up to the 1960s, Endacott did not see the need to
introduce any democratic reforms in Hong Kong and the basic reason was attributed

to the Chinese character: “The Chinese were accustomed to political despotism at the

:: Lethbridge. p.xii.

Lethbridge. p.xii.

But it is difficult, as far as documentary evidence is concered, to say that these historians’ accounts
had any major influence on policy-making in colonial Hong Kong. The Hong Kong government would
Certainly like to read books supporting their authoritarian rule.
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centre coupled with—in theory at least—benevolent local administration by the
scholar ofTicial, and so they did not fret over the absence of the Western torms of
political liberty in Hong Kong... Broadly the overwhelming Chinese character of
Hong Kong and the need 1o protect their interests have been the main factors in the
delaying the introduction of essentially Western ideas of political freedom.”®’
Endacott continues to explain that in keeping the existing political system the
government governed in the interest of the whole community and especially
safeguarded the rights of the local Chinese.®® During the time of Governor Robinson
(1891-98) some European merchants (vis-a-vis the government officials) had argued
for giving the Europeans more power in the administration of Hong Kong. Such
arguments were resisted by the Colonial Secretary, as recorded by Endacott: “1 [Lord
Ripon] consider that the well-being of the large majority of the inhabitants is more
likely to be safeguarded by the Crown Colony system under which as far as possible
no distinction is made of rank or race, than by a representation which would leave the
bulk of the population wholly unrepresented.”®® The colonial government was
certainly aware of the possible racist charge if the Europeans could get the vote at the
expense of the local Chinese majority. And if the colonial government had no
intention of establishing a truly representative government, it was imperative to resist
any attempts at electoral reform or at diluting centralized colonial rule. Even the
argument for property qualifications was deemed unworkable as there were more
wealthy tax-payers among the Chinese than the Europeans. In any case, any effort in

the direction of representative government would mean the end of colonial rule.

The interests of the British and European communities were in fact protected
by other means: through the appointment of their leaders to the Legislative and
Executive Councils. The interests of the Chinese were soothed by assuring them that
Chinese customs would be respected and that they could live happily under British
colonial rule. “Chinese prejudices and customs are safeguarded and the Chinese do
not feel themselves oppressed or slighted; all are free to pursue their lawtul
avocations, with reasonable security for person and property... The system serves a

community in which the ends of government are accepted without cleavage, and

67
Endacott, Government, p.vii.
Endacott, Government, p.119.
Endacott, Government, p.122.

86



provides an cllicicnt administration within an accepted social and economic
framework, bound up with a laissez-lairc economy. It tends therefore to be based on
the maintenance of the starus quo.”™ It is certainly a typical divide-and-rule tactic.
The message is clear: the Chinese could do anything they liked, as long as they did

not touch the prohibited zone of political power.

Another way to discredit the argument for democracy is to make use of the
allegedly low turnout rate in the Urban Council elections. Endacott cites the example
of the 1953 case: “... the number ol voting was small, only 2,536 out of 10,798 voters,
and [it] led to the comment [by the pro-Government South China Morning Post]: ‘The
poor display of civic spirit is thus either a deplorable exhibition of apathy or a stupid
refusal to take a little trouble—and in any case is a grave reflection upon the
population’s desire for and title to any degree of self-government’.”’" There are,
however, a few key questions which Endacott has hidden from us. What power
constraints were there on the Urban Council, the only elective element in the whole
colonial structure in Hong Kong? What were the restrictions (property qualifications
etc.) imposed on the franchise? Why was more fundamental political reform (known
as the Young Plan) shelved in 1949? Colonialism is a basically conservative system.
The colonial mandarins would not ponder on political changes unless they were

forced to do so, or directed to do so by the Colonial Office in London.

Finally, Endacott employs his authoritarian logic again to discredit the use of

democratic reform in Hong Kong:

Even with electoral machinery, it is not always easy to find out public opinion
or be certain that a government acts in accordance with the popular will. One
criterion is the presence or absence of political unrest. Organized opposition to
the government in Hong Kong is conspicuously absent and demands
explanation. It may be due to apathy, repression or to Government and people
being broadly in step. Some degree of apathy comes (rom the realization that
decisions vitally affecting the future of Hong Kong may be taken in London,

Peking, New York or elsewhere. There is also among the Chinese a tendency

7
7[: Endacott, Government, pp.240-241.
Endacott, Government, p.206.
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to political acquicscence, which stems from a Conlucian respect for the
official and which should not be mistaken for apathy. The police do have
wider powers than for example in Britain, but generally, freedom of speech,
conscience and association are enjoyed by the individual under the
constitution and these rights are incompatible with repression. Again, there is
a mass of government publications regarding government business which
creates the impression of willing accountability to the public... In fact, the
Government in Hong Kong commands respect by a policy of serving the

common interest.’?

The government’s assumption of the “common interest” overrode any other
considerations. The basic premise is clearly playing on circumlocution: no opposition
equals good government. So long as the Hong Kong situation was described as
peaceful and contented everything would remain unchanged. Colonial history is really

an ideological adjunct of colonialism.

(E) The Treatment of the Chinese: the Problems of Racism, Control and Collaboration

Colonialism, by definition, is a political arrangement of inequalities. The
colonial rulers must be all powerful and the colonized people must be powerless or be
made powerless. There is actually no practical way for the colonial rulers to share
power with the colonized. Equal political partnership in the colonial context is a
contradiction in terms. Colonialism is the institutional method to foster various kinds
of inequalities. Colonialism often starts with the assumption of racial inequality. Prior
to the Opium War, the British were described as struggling for equal treatment,
vis-3-vis the Chinese. When the Chinese refused, China as a nation and the Chinese as
a people were portrayed as barbaric and uncivilized. The subtext is: that they should
be replaced and controlled by a higher British civilization. The Chinese officials were
described as venal and corrupt and the Chinese legal system was described as harsh
and unpredictable; the implication is that the British laws should be applied to the
British nationals in China (in the form of extra-territoriality). The opium-smoking

Chinese population were a decaying people and decadence was explained as a racial

” Endacott, Government, pp.229-230.
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or cultural malaise, and the Chinese had to be salvaged by an external force. The issue
of racial segregation was often explained by the fact that the Chinese were unclean
and that they “loved” to live in over-crowded places. It was therefore “reasonable™ for
the British (and other foreigners) to reside in their own special zones and to have a
system of self-administration. It paved the way for the foreign concessions in the
treaty ports and the “reserved” areas in Hong Kong. The politics and government of
China were backward, chaotic and profuse with strife. The natural conclusion, in the
eyes of the imperial apologists, was to have Pax Britannica prevailing in China. The
following statements are highly revealing: “Great Britain’s policy throughout her
intercourse with China has rested on her first and paramount interest, trade. She has
never attempted to found even the beginnings of an empire in the Far East. The Boxer
Rebellion was an occasion when territorial aspirations might have been carried to
material results; but Great Britain refused to acquire territory for herself or to
countenance the acquisition of territory by any other Power. She desires no more than
a settled administration, and is ready to accept any form of Government chosen by the
Chinese provided it is a Government and is stable.””® “As matters stand, it is
necessary that there should be limitations to China’s judicial and fiscal autonomy. The
system of unequal treaties, which is held to be the root of the evil, was not of our
choosing, and the Chinese cannot properly refuse responsibility for the existing state
of affairs which, really, is due to their own governmental incapacity.””* There are few

cases of propaganda more outrageous and dangerous than this.

The problem with this colonial racial discourse is not that it propagates
falsehoods; instead, it propagates half-truths that tend to stereotype the Chinese, and
show them in the worst possible light. Let us see how this discourse is applied (o the
writing of colonial Hong Kong history. First, the premise is that early Hong Kong was
infested with pirates and robbers and it was with great difficulty that the colony could
be ruled. According to Endacott, “The Chinese were despised and treated with
contempt as inferior beings, though this was partly a result of the prevalence of crime
among them, and their reputed unreliability except where their own interest was

involved.””® A similar sentiment was reported in the 1850s. Then the Hong Kong

;: Publicity Bureau, p.75.
’s Publicity Bureau, p.85.
Endacott, Historv, p.70.
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Chinese were described as lacking in civic-mindedness. As Norton-Kyshe explains,
«J¢ had been a subject of universal complaint on the part of Europeans in the Colony,
and one of the long standing which exists to this day, denoting apathy characteristic of
and immutable in the Chinaman, that in cases of assault and robbery in the streets,
though hundreds of Chinese might be looking on, the offenders are permitted to
escape without an arm being stretched out to apprehend them...”’® What the colonial
historians have not emphasized is that many of the Europeans in early Hong Kong had
dubious and low social class backgrounds.” Many of them had a long history of
drug-smuggling, and they would do anything (moral or immoral) to survive in this
marginal town on the coast of South China.”® They were also in a minority, so they
had to band together for self-protection, and this had contributed to their so-called

“civic consciousness’”.

For the question of racial differences and segregation, with reference to the

1880s, Eitel has the following to say:

...there appeared among them [the Chinese residents in Hong Kong] a
tendency to retire into their own shell, deliberately refusing any identification
with the European community. The persistent refusal to adopt European
costume or English way of living, the uniform aversion to participation in
local politics coupled with a deep-seated anxiety to keep on good terms with
Chinese Mandarindom even when it blockaded the port to throttle their trade,
the steady increase of Chinese joint-stock companies from which foreign
investors were jealously excluded, the readiness of secret combination to
retaliate against unpopular Government measures by a general strike,—all
these symptoms of Chinese clannish exclusivism, natural enough in people

whose just liberties have for centuries been invaded by despotic rulers, clearly

;: Norton-Kyshe, v.1, p.334.

For an overview of some of the Europeans from the lower classes, see H.J. Lethbridge, “Condition
of the European working class in nineteenth century Hong Kong” in Lethbridge, Hong Kong: stability
gsnd change, a collection of essays (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1978), pp.189-213.

Jardines and Matheson recruited people from the Scottish lowlands who were described as “[people]
descended, after all, from men and women for whom poverty, hardship, and constant internecine
Warfare in centuries past made raiding, robbery, and murder a way of life.” See May Holdsworth,
Foreign devils: expatriates in Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 2002), p.13.
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indicate that on the Chinese side there is, as yet, no desire to see the chasm

that still separates Chinese and European life in this Colony, bridged over.”

To Eitel, it seems that the onus should be on the side of the Chinese to adapt
and reach out to the Europeans. Actually, Eitel’s account is only partially correct. The
racial gulf was in fact mutual. For their own physical safety and psychological
comfort, the British had similarly isolated themselves and lived in their own districts.
The language barrier was also huge, with the majority of the two races being ignorant
of the other’s language. As a result, there was a natural suspicion between them. It is
certainly wrong to say that only the Chinese were clannish and exclusive of others.
The British clubs and hongs in colonial Hong Kong were equally jealous in guarding

their own special interests.

If the British colonial rulers were suspicious of the Chinese majority in Hong
Kong then the question of control would be an important one. Indeed there were times
when the British needed to be especially careful, as occurred once in 1858 when
China and Britain were at war (the Second Opium War.) Norton-Kyshe describes one

such occasion:

The authorities having received information that increased watchfulness on the
part of the public was necessary, the Superintendent of Police, Mr. May, by
direction, on the 24" July, having regard especially to what had recently
happened to Mr. Hazeland, notified that great caution was necessary in
walking or riding far away from the town unarmed or alone, and that night
passes heretofore issued to Chinese to be in the public streets up to nine,
would for the future be valid in effect only to eight o’clock. The [foreign]
inhabitants of the Colony were now thrown into a fervent state of anxiety,
owing to the condition of affairs prevalent consequent upon our relations with
China. No work of any kind could be got done - tailors, shoemakers,
carpenters, and artisans of every kind had departed from Hong Kong, and it
was calculated that no less than twenty thousand persons had taken their

departure from the island. Food was, moreover, at almost famine prices, and

" Eitel, pp.574-575.
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an entire stoppage was threatened of the usual supplics of provisions for the

J4]
markets.*

One has to understand that most Hong Kong Chinese would oppose British
aggression against China, and if the British were 0o excessive they certainly would
have to face various kinds of Chinese resistance or sanctions. One must also
remember that one year earlier, in 1857, there was the famous bread poisoning

incident in which the whole European community feared it had been poisoned.

Clearly, there was the perception that the Chinese had to be controlled. The 1844
appointment of the Registrar-General was most important in this connection. His duty
was “to register all the Chinese in order to combat triad societies and assist in the
better maintenance of law and order.” And rather ironically, amidst the heat of
anti-Chinese suspicion, *“[i]n 1858, this side of his duties received statutory
recognition and the additional title ‘Protector of the Chinese’.”®' Other duties would
certainly also include the control of prostitution and a general surveillance of the
Chinese population. The racist overtone of the name ‘“Protector of the Chinese” is
undeniable; and control took place under the euphemism of “protection”. One might
wonder why there was no institution like the “Protector of the British” in colonial
Hong Kong. Did the British and other foreigners not need protection as well? Why
were the Chinese given special treatment? In the 1880s, there was some agitation
among an elite group of Chinese for the abolition of the Registrar-General: “Some
Chinese, educated in the West, began to object to any difference of treatment between
Chinese and foreigners, and wished to abolish the office of Registrar-General on the
ground that there should be no official entrusted with the duty of dealing specifically
with the Chinese, and that all people of Hong Kong regardless of race should deal
with the government through the same channels.”* Curiously, Endacott has not
provided any elaboration of this agitation. One wonders who these Chinese actually
were and what kind of political platform they might have. Endacott’s silence here is
disturbing. It might indicate, once again, the importance of who writes Hong Kong

history. In the “ofticial” history of Hong Kong, when something inconvenient

+ Norton-Kyshe, v.1, pp.485-486.
5 Endacott, Government, p.155.
Endacott, Government, p.105.
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occurred for the government, the Hong Kong Chinese would not be given their
rightful voice. The Chinese subjects were often treated as nameless or amorphous.
There are several explanations: the colonial masters either wanted to ignore or silence
them because they were inconvenient, or they did not care about them, or they did not
have that in-depth knowledge about the people and the place under their governance.

From the control point of view, the first reason seems most probable.

Adding to the intrigue is Sayer’s treatment of the appointment of Ng Choy as
the first Chinese to the Legislative Council in 1880. Sayer says that from then on the
Chinese were given double representation: “Thenceforward the Chinese were doubly
represented—Dby the Registrar-General and by an unofficial member of their own race

[in the Legislative Council].”*’

The Chinese were humourously muffled.
Traditionally, the Chinese were described as politically apathetic, lacking in civic
consciousness, or only interested in making money. They did not need a public or
political role. Their interests were protected by the colonial government. They came
to Hong Kong because they “liked” to be ruled by the British; their choice of moving
to Hong Kong was therefore reflective of the benevolence of British colonial rule. All
these rationalizations might be true; but they are just not complete. Consider the
counter-arguments: what would happen to colonial rule if the Chinese were described
as politically active and having a strong civic mind? Would they be given their
rightful share of political power, contradicting the basic premise of colonialism? Why
were the educated Chinese on the Mainland so eager to participate in the civil service
examination with the aim of becoming government officials and assuming a political
role? What would they do if they were denied political participation? Was active
economic pursuit not a way to gain political power? Was the story of the Tung Wah
Hospital not indicative of the political ambitions and potentials of the Hong Kong
Chinese? Did the Chinese come to Hong Kong simply because the colony was a

part of China after all? Did other peoples come for the same reason: simply because

there were more opportunities to manoeuvre?

Eitel's descriptions of how the colonial government controlled the Tung Wah

Hospital are particularly telling:

B Sayer, Discretion, p.128.
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The new hospital was speedily erected and opened by Sir Richard
[Macdonnell] on February 14, 1872, when he announced that the Government
had voted (out of the Special Fund) a further sum of $115,000 for the purposes
of the hospital. He also praised the Chinese for their liberality in guaranteeing
annual subscriptions to the extent of $7,000, but warned them that, if any
abuses should creep in, the Government would take the management of the
hospital out of their hands. This was a fair specimen of Sir Richard’s way of
dealing with the Chinese community. He invariably treated them with
unwearied consideration but with rigid strictness. The result was that, by the
time of Sir Richard’s departure, his administration left upon the Chinese
people rather a favourable impression. Though they dreaded him at first as a
stern disciplinarian, they always respected him and finally he became rather a

popular hero in their eyes.*

The Tung Wah Hospital was established by a group of leading and wealthy
Chinese merchants in Hong Kong. They were among those who paid the highest rates
in the colony. They had good connections with government officials in Mainland
China, to the annoyance of the colonial government. They were considered or
assumed to be the rightful spokesmen of the Chinese community. They were using the
cause of charity in fostering their bargaining position vis-a-vis the government. In the
face of this potential challenge, the colonial government reacted with the typical
carrot-and-stick method. Subsidies would be given to the “charitable” cause,
dampening the argument that the government was uncaring of the local population.
The Tung Wah group was being warned to behave well and to toe the line. As a result

of such a policy, the Chinese were described as being appreciative of British rule.

In fact, in addition to exercising strong control, the British were careful and
skilful enough to seck collaboration with the Chinese. A policy of political
co-optation had been adopted early in colonial history. In the Treaty of Nanjing, a

special clause (clause 9 which grants a general amnesty in favour of all Chinese who

—————

* Eitel, pp.462-463.
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pad served the English during the Opium War)* was added 10 warn the Chinese
govemment not Lo punish any one who might have provisioned or assisted the British
during the course of the war. In fact these people were the first group of Chinese
C()]]aborators.86 Later they were given easy terms in land purchases or in running the
opium monopolies in Hong Kong. The selection and appointment of leading Chinese
to the Legislative Council and the Sanitary Board were certainly efforts in the same
direction. Finally in 1926 there was the appointment of Chow Shouson, the first
Chinese, to the highest Executive Council. But the story described is rather intriguing.
According to Endacott, “The appointment was made on personal grounds and also to
disarm anti-British sentiment in China and encourage local Chinese loyalty in Hong
Kong.”®" The decision was made in the aftermath of the Canton-Hong Kong General
Strike of 1925-26 when Hong Kong was desperately disrupted. The focus of the
account is rather on the “ease” of handling the strike: “The Hong Kong Government
rose to the emergency and was energetically supported not only by Europeans but also
by leading Chinese. One of the most striking phenomena of the affair was the loyalty
of the Chinese despite attacks upon them as ‘running dogs of British imperialism’ and
threats of assassination. They used their influence to counteract the anti-British
agitation, secure information and encourage the coolies to resist intimidators and
return to work.”®® Chow Shouson’s loyalty was particularly appreciated and duly
rewarded. What the colonial history does not say is that Chow’s appointment aroused
much suspicion among the Europeans: they questioned the trustworthiness of Chow in
observing the confidentiality of Executive Council business. The solution might anger
racist sensibilities: “Later in the year [1926], on the insistence of the Foreign Office,
the Governor [Clementi] was instructed that secret telegrams should no longer be
communicated to members of the Council, as had been the practice in the past.”®
Mainland Chinese historians have made a strong point out of this episode, saying that
the British were racially discriminatory, even against the highest Chinese adviser

under British colonial rule.”®

* Eitel, p.155.

% See John M. Carroll, “Chinese collaboration in the making of British Hong Kong” in Tak-Wing Ngo

(sd.) Hong Kong's history: state and society under colonial rule (L.ondon: Routledge, 1999). pp.13-29.

o EQdacotL Government, p.146.

% Mills, pp.463-464. .

10 é‘;())rman Miners, Hong Kong under imperial rule, 1912-1941 (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press,
, p.139.

* Liu Shuyong, An outline history of Hong Kong (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1997), p.120.
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The issue of Chinese collaboration is a sensitive one. It is a fact that the British
had to make use of a great number of Chinese collaborators. The education system in
Hong Kong, based on the English language, was the training ground to produce
collaborators. But from the administrators’ point of view, and as reflected in the
colonial historiography, these people (important though they were) should not be
given a prominent place in history. Probably, these Chinese collaborators were
considered merely as “running dogs” of British imperialism and if that is the case,
their rightful role in history would be affected. The same applies to the treatment of

the compradors in both Chinese and colonial Hong Kong histories.

(F) Conclusion: Pax Britannica Justified

Ultimately, British colonial historiography is used to justify British imperialism.
Evidence can be readily found in all the books quoted on page one of this chapter.
British colonial rule, it is argued, is one of benevolence and justice. All the
institutions it has created are for the advancement of the common good. Starting from
Eitel, the depiction is of a divine mission for Hong Kong, expressed in its Hegelian
form: “The genius of British free trade and political liberty constitutes unmistakeably
the vital element in the historic evolution of Hongkong. Hence it is that co-operation
with this divine tendency of things is the unalterable condition of success. Every
measure, every event in the history of Hongkong, that is in harmony with this general
innate tendency, is in part a fulfilment of Hongkong’s mission in the history of the
universe.””' He concludes by highlighting Hong Kong’s role as model for China:
“Hongkong has clearly fulfilled, up to this point, the purpose of its establishment as
the guardian of the interests of Europe in China. Notwithstanding all its faults and
shortcomings, this British Colony has set before the people and Mandarins of China a
praiseworthy example of free trade principles and humane ,government.”"2 That is

why he titles his history of Hong Kong: Europe in China.

———

" Eitel, p.570.
~ Eitel, p.575.
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The goodness ol British rule was best reflected in the legal system Britain had
pestowed on Hong Kong, according to Norton-Kyshe. He makes it crystal clear right

from the first sentence o [ his preface:

Wonderful as may be said to have been the courage, tenacity, and
determination with which our people and Government have successfully
established themselves in this Ultima Thule of the Empire for the benefit of all
mankind, not less remarkable may be said to have been that branch of service
connected with the administration of justice in Hong Kong. Placed on the
borders of an Empire so full of contradictions as China, with its uncontrolled
millions, conservative and prejudiced to the backbone, a people totally
ignorant and indifferent as to Western ideas or modes of Government, it seems
as if Hongkong by its position had been destined to become the starting point
from whence a civilizing power by its beneficent rule and humane laws was to
endeavour to effect those reforms which an uncivilized power like China was

. 3
ever in need of.*

This is certainly a self-gratifying statement, speaking from his own position as
the Registrar of the Supreme Court of Hong Kong. He says that the Chinese loved to
live under British laws, whose beneficence was considered “an incontestable fact”.
British laws were best suited to Hong Kong: “English law... if not absolutely fitted
for natives, especially as regards the clemency and technicalities of our criminal
procedure, was the only law expedient to put into practice in a Crown Colony settled
essentially under British rule, like Hongkong...”>* The best case to illustrate this,
according to Norton-Kyshe, is the trial of Cheong Ahlum in the bread poisoning case
of 1857. The European community, except the jury, were almost unanimous in
condemning Cheong Ahlum, but because of the lack of evidence he was acquitted.
According to Norton-Kyshe, the case “showed the Chinese that the English were not
bloodthirsty and that an English jury will do what it believes to be its duty, even
though that duty may run counter not only to outside prejudice but often even to the
Opinion of the Judge on the Bench... One notable fact to be recorded to the honour of

the British name, in connexion with this case is that the prisoners were not only tried

9
9: Norton-Kyshe, v.1, p.vii.
Norton-Kyshe, v.1, p.ix.
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at the place where their crime was committed, but tried by a judge who had himself
quffered from that crime, assisted by a jury all equally victims of the atrocious attempt,
and they were further prosecuted by an Attorney-General and defended by lawyers
also sufterers from their crime.””* It was the conclusion of Norton-Kyshe that the
justice of the British legal system must prevail rather than risk hanging the wrong

men.

Imperialist certainty was in fact shaken in the 1930s, after the rise of anti-British
movements in China (as elsewhere). But the British imperialist propagandists came to
the rescue by arguing that Hong Kong was built from its barrenness to a shining city
in the Far East, all through the efforts of the British or other foreigners. This was
equally true of all the other treaty ports in China: “A few low, swampy plots on the
Huangpu river were developed into the Shanghai of to-day. Tientsin was a mud flat
on the Hai or Pei river when it was leased in 1861. Shameen in Canton was a bank of
silt in the Pearl river and was built up at great cost between stone retaining walls.

Now these plots were the most valuable sites in China, entirely through the energy,
brains and money of foreigners.””® There is hardly any need to refute the falsechood of

this imperialist discourse.

Towards the end of British colonial rule in Hong Kong in 1997, the simplistic
arguments for British colonialism were no longer acceptable anywhere, except
perhaps amongst a few diehards. But there was still a lingering feeling that Britain

had overall been good to and for Hong Kong. As Welsh has put it:

Any judgement on Hong Kong’s history... has to be made not on the last five
years of British rule, but on the whole period of its development from a
scattered community of fisherfolk and peasants on the outermost fringe of the
Chinese Empire to a distinctive near-national entity with its own recognized
place in the world. Viewed in this light successive British governments may
take some credit for not having made too many mistakes. For the first century
of its existence the colony was safeguarded from the revolutions, wars, perils

and destruction that so often made life in China a misery. The rule of law was

:: Norton-Kyshe, v.1, p.418.
Publicity Bureau, pp.53-54.
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established and accepted; and when British imperialism in any part of the
world is critically examined this is likely to be, however grudgingly,

applaudcd.97

Or as Morris renders it in a rather romantic way: “History, T prophesy, will
Jook back at their 150 years on this distant rock with astonishment and admiration.
What a story! What an adventure! What messages! And however stiff or muftled the
ceremony on July 1 1997, however sad its aftermath may prove, a sufficiently stylish

ending after all”®® The colonialist spirit still perhaps haunts us.

’; Welsh, p.563.
Morris, p.303.
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Chapter Five - The Mainland Chinese Discourse on Writing Hong Kong History

This chapter will start firstly on a general understanding of the Mainland Chinese
discourse on Hong Kong history from its pre-British period (before 1841) and over
the entire British colonial period (1841-1997). An in-depth study of the Opium Wars
and the founding of Colonial Hong Kong up to 1898 will be reserved in Chapter Eight.
After an analysis of the major writings published by the Mainland Chinese historians
several key features have emerged. Certainly some of these features are inherited
from traditional Chinese historians irrespective of their political persuasion or
affiliation. For example, in relation to the Opium Wars, there has been a general
condemnation of the hideousness of the opium smuggling, and the lack of legitimacy
for the British invasion of China is also severely criticised. The analysis of the
colonial nature of British rule in Hong Kong, however, tends to vary according to the
historians’ political background. Before 1978, Communist Chinese historians were
more prone to use Marxist class concepts in describing Hong Kong. After 1978, there
was a reduction in using the Marxist jargons. But in general they have been
influenced by the policies of the time. For example, with regard to 1982-1997, their
writings have tended to justify the correctness and inevitability of the realisation of
the “one country, two systems” formula. Political conformity remains prominent,
though there are some rare instances in which particular historians have tried to

nuance their own understandings.

Starting from the 1980s, political necessity seemed to dictate an outburst of
Hong Kong writings, on history as on all other subjects. Writing in 1998, Liu
Cunkuan openly admitted this fact: “For some 30 years, virtually no one in Mainland
China engaged in the serious study of Hong Kong history. Only Ding You (Du
Dingyou) published a small book called Xianggang Chuzi Shiwa 1841-1907 [The
early history of Hong Kong 1841-1907] (published by the Joint Publishing Co.) in
1958. It was only in the early 1980s, when the leasehold of the New Territories was
nearing its end and the beginning of Sino-British talks on Hong Kong started, that

academic circles in Mainland China suddenly woke up to the importance and urgency
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of the study of Hong Kong and its history.”" In writing their Hong Kong historices
Mainland Chinese historians construct a grand national narrative of their own with
{tWO inter-connected objectives: to right the wrongs of the British colonial rule
including its distortion of Hong Kong history, and to assist in cultural assimilation
and national unification. Liu Cunkuan has been very clear regarding the political
objectives and he puts the history writing effort as part of the PRC’s cultural policy

towards Hong Kong:

They [the British] deliberately rejected the teaching of Chinese culture and
geography and they brushed away or wilfully misinterpreted the history of the
British occupation of Hong Kong. This was all done in order to minimise the
national consciousness of the Hong Kong people, to break the link between
Hong Kong culture and the mother body of Chinese culture. It should be stated
that this series of policies has been rather successful. As a result, a portion of
the Hong Kong people do not really understand Chinese history and culture
and they lack love for and a sense of emotional pull toward the mother country.
We have to deal with the problem of some Hong Kong people being reluctant

about or even resistant to Hong Kong’s return to China.”

Certainly, history writing is just part of this cultural policy, and a more effective
means is to propagate such political agenda through the media. Though I am not
focusing on media studies, a brief reference to it is useful. In the “explanation notes”
for Xianggang Bainian [The hundred years of Hong Kong], in a special TV
documentary series of the same name, the chief compiler, Ayi, explained his historical
task was to “make use of Hong Kong historical discourse to establish the legitimacy
and correctness of the return of Hong Kong to China, to discuss the origin of the

Hong Kong problem and its solution, to discuss the blood and flesh relations between

' Liu Cunkuan (ed.) Xianggangshi luncong [A critical collection on Hong Kong history] [hereafier as
Luncong) (Hong Kong: Qilin Books. 1998), p.241. He explained (p.248) that he only started work in
1980, visiling the archives and libraries in France, Britain and Russia. He spent four months in Britain,
visiting particularly the Public Record Office at Kew Gardens. He also admitted (p.246) the lack of
documents in Mainland Chinese archives regarding the New Territories of Hong Kong. In another
instance, Yy Shengwu and Liu Cunkuan said that the actual compilation and writing of the key book
Shijiu shiji de Xianggang started in 1983 and it took six years to complete. See Yu and Liu, Shijiu shiji
de Xianggang [Hong Kong in the 19™ century; hereafter as Shijiu] (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1994),
P4 in the preface (and the preface was dated November 1991). Given all these facts, it is no wonder
ghat before the 1980s Mainland China had a scarcity of serious works on Hong Kong history.

Liu, Luncong, p.217.
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China and Hong Kong, to let people know about Hong Kong history, to understand
contemporary Hong Kong, and to understand the Basic Law.”” Ayi proudly and
openly admitted sending his “explanation notes” to the Hong Kong and Macao Office
of China’s State Department (HKMO) to have them checked in terms of their political
correctness.” He acknowledged his gratitude to the Social-Cultural Section (HKMO)
for checking his “notes” word by word to make sure that there were no mistakes in

facts, presentation and political orientation.

(A) Hong Kong: China’s Sacred Soil

Let us start from pre-British Hong Kong. Mainland Chinese historians would
have no difficulties in pointing out that Hong Kong (to them the term can mean Hong
Kong Island, Kowloon Peninsula and the New Territories, individually and severally,
depending on the need) is (and always has been) an inseparable part of China. This
official discourse can be described as the “theory of the sacred soil”. Practically all
writings start from this premise.” From time immemorial, the Chinese (though itself a
problematic term) migrated to South China (Hong Kong included) and started to settle
in this region. Using various historic relics and archaeological finds they argue that
Hong Kong and its environs have been under Chinese political and cultural influence
for more than two thousand years. A typical example is the use of a tomb excavation
dated back to the Eastern Han period (A.D. 8-220). As Liu Shuyong has described:
“... the tomb provides strong proof that the Hong Kong area shared a cultural identity
with Guangdong and like the Guangdong Culture, had by then [Eastern Han period]

6 Because of

come under the ever-increasing cultural influence ot Central China.
these influences, Hong Kong was never so remote as has been described (for various
reasons) by the British historians. A series of waves of migration also brought many

people from north and central China. There were schools and libraries in the settled

? Ayi (compiler), Xianggang bainian [The hundred years of Hong Kong| (Guangzhou: Guangdong
:Cnmin chubanshe, 1997), pp.1-2.
s Ayi, p.296.

Itis applicable for “official” or “unofticial” histories, see Liu Shuyong, An outline history of Hong
Kong [hereatter as Outline history] (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1997), Liu Xiaoging,
Xianggang yeshi [ An unofficial history of Hong Kong] (Beijing: Dongfang chubanshe, 1997), and Yu
. hengwu & Liu Cunkuan (eds.) Shijiu shiji de Xianggang. The ofticial position of China is made clear
In Yu and Liu’s book: “The first chapter of this book focuses on elucidating one fact: that Hong Kong
Wwas part of China’s sacred soil from ancient time. This is the starting point of all the discourses in this
book,” in Shijiu, p.2.

Liu, Outline history, p.6.
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parts of the New Territorics and the cconomy must have been viable enough o
support these cultural and educational activities.” Even Hong Kong Island itself had
long been inhabited and by the time of the British occupation, was neither barren nor
remote. The purpose of Liu in the following description is clear: to dethrone British

discourse on Hong Kong history:

According to a census published in [the] Hong Kong Gazette on May 15, 1841,
Hong Kong Island by then had a population of 7,450, and Chek Chu, in the
south of the island, was a “large town” with a population of 2,000. In terms of
mid-19"™ century demo graphy, these figures, which do not represent a small
population density, were released less than four months before British troops
landed in Hong Kong, and yet H.J.T. Palmerston, British Foreign Secretary,
said on April 21, 1841 that Hong Kong was “a barren island with hardly a

house upon it,” which, obviously, does not tally with the reality of the time.®

According to Liu Shuyong, “Before the arrival of the British aggressors this
part of China was fairly well developed in [terms of] culture, education and
agriculture, and in such industries as fisheries, maritime navigation, salt making, pearl
gathering and the production and sale of incense wood.” He also argues that during
the Qing period, Hong Kong Island was garrisoned like the other places in the same
region and Tuen Mun in the present day New Territories was also a town of “vital
importance to the area’s defense and communications.”'® All these pointed to one
single direction: Hong Kong was part of China’s sacred soil, and any alienation of it is
unacceptable from a patriotic point of view. British rule in Hong Kong was an act of

military aggression and therefore illegal.

The discourse that Hong Kong was so much treasured by the Chinese well before
the coming of the British might not square up to the facts. First of all, there are the
relics of evidently non-Chinese origins. Many of the rock carvings on coastal Hong

Kong originated from as far a geographical spread as Vietnam and some of the Pacific

; Liv, Outline history, pp.9-15

, Liu, Outline history, pp.14-15.

oA Outline history, p.22.
Liu, Outline history, p.22.
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islands.'’ Archacological finds and their political significance do not speak for
themselves. There might have been a deliberate (dis-)selection process o let only
those things favourable to the grand national narrative “speak”. For example,
according to Ou Jiafa (a Mainland Chinese archaeologist), prehistoric Hong Kong
inhabitants found the place full of marine and forest products and that it was a
“reasure land” (baodi) extremely suitable for settlement.'? Then there is the problem
of Hong Kong’s marginality. Traditionally, Hong Kong and its environs were famous
for pirates and political exiles. Instead of describing its natural beauties or economic
worth or cultural achievements, Hong Kong was depicted by traditional Chinese
historians as a place to be avoided. The people living along the shoreline were the
lowly but fearless Tanka [Danjia], despicable and probably disposable because many
of them led a shady piratical life. (Many of these Tanka even “collaborated” with the
British by selling food and water to them during the Opium War.)"?

The general “remoteness” of Hong Kong might not be untrue. But it would be
difficult for the Chinese to admit that Hong Kong was not that valuable and that it was
the British who were responsible for developing early Hong Kong into its present
prosperous state. Chinese historians have always said that because of the high value of
Hong Kong, the British had, for a very long time, cast a “lustful eye” on the island
and its environs.'* The facts seem that what the British actually lusted after was its
harbour (later named as Victoria Harbour) for its trading and strategic value rather
than the land itself. Finally, Palmerston’s original war instruction, issued on 18
October, 1839 (and repeated on 20 February 1840), was to occupy Zhoushan (at the

entrance of the Yangzi River) instead of Hong Kong. The occupation of Zhoushan

' See William Meacham, Archaeology in Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Heinemann Asia, 1980) and for
Hong Kong’s conncctions with Southeast Asia, see Ou Jiafa, “Xianggang kaogu chengguo jiji qishi”
[Hong Kong archaeological findings and their significance] in  Wang Gungwu (ed.) Xianggangshi
Xinpian [Hong Kong history: new perspectives] v.1 (FHong Kong: Joint Publishing Co., 1997),
?’p.26-27.
1; Ou, p.12. .

~ Wright and Cartwright have an interesting description about the Tanka in early colonial Hong Kong:
“...the largest proportion of Chinese population [in Hong Kong] were the so-called Tanka, or boat
People, the pariahs of South China, whose intimate connection with the social life of the foreign
merchants in the Canton factories used (o call forth an annual proclamation on the part of the
Cantonese authorities warning foreigners against the demoralising influences of these people.” See
Amold Wright and H.A. Cartwright (eds.) Twentieth century impressions of Hong Kong: history,
Pesople, commerce, industries, and resources (Singapore: Graham Brash, 1990; first published in 1908),

.38.

! Shenzhen Museum (ed.) Xianggang, yang lishi gaosu weilai [Hong Kong, let history inform the
future] (Shenzhen: Haitian chubanshe, 1997), p.12.

104



was supported by many British traders and even Elliot himself, before the taking of

Hong Kong, was in favour of this plan."”
(B) Evils of British Colonial Rule

British rule in 19" century Hong Kong was described by Mainland Chinese
historians as a combination of colonialism and racism. Hong Kong was taken by force
with the signing of the unequal Treaty of Nanjing. Kowloon and the New Territories
were respectively seized by means of military occupation, intimidation and treachery,
all sealed with two additional unequal treaties. Under British rule, the Hong Kong
Chinese were living in hell, in misery. They were heavily exploited and discriminated
against. They had no political power, no democracy, no human rights. There was a
basic antagonism between the minority British colonizers and the majority colonized
Chinese people. British colonialism was evil and therefore it is right to reject and
expel British colonial rule. The proper solution for Hong Kong’s colonial problem is
to have the “one country, two systems” formula, whereby the Hong Kong people can
regain their political power and human dignity (Hong Kong people ruling Hong
Kong). There wil<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>