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Media in Hong Kong

This book examines the Hong Kong media over a 40 year period, focusing in
particular on how its newspapers and TV stations have struggled for press
freedom under the colonial British administration, as well as Chinese rule.
Making full use of newly declassified material, extensive interviews and specific
case-studies, it provides an illuminating analysis of the dynamics of political
power and its relationship with media censorship. It reveals how the British
colonial government repressed the Hong Kong media during the 1960s, and that
despite the subsequent acquisition of greater independence and pluralism, press
freedom has come under assault once again from Beijing since 1997. Considera-
tion of the changes that took place around the handover of sovereignty includes
detailed case-studies of press treatment of the case of a Hong Kong journalist
jailed in China, and the coverage of the sensitive topic of the Taiwan presiden-
tial election of 2000. Nonetheless, despite the tremendous pressure to conform
to the parameters of the new political climate in the wake of regime change, the
case is made that not only has the Hong Kong media retained the capacity to
exert the democratising influence of non-profit advocacy journalism, but it has
succeeded in preserving traits largely lost in British and American journalism
with the growth of media consumerism and capitalism. Overall, this book is an
impressive discussion of the evolving face of the Hong Kong media, and is an
important contribution to theoretical debates on the relationship between polit-
ical power, economics, identity and journalism.

Carol P. Lai is Assistant Professor at the Department of Communication, Uni-
versity of Macau. She is a veteran journalist who has travelled extensively from
the mid-1980s to the late 1990s to cover mainland China news. Elected as the
chairperson of the professional trade union, Hong Kong Journalists Association,
in 1997, she played a leading role in lobbying for press freedom internationally
and in raising public awareness about free speech in the 1990s. She has also
written book chapters and articles on journalism, media independence and the
importance of pluralism in Hong Kong politics.
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Foreword

James Curran

Much theorising about the media draws upon a limited range of countries
(mostly in north America and western Europe) but has the presumption to
present itself in the form of universalistic generalisation. The patent absurdity of
this ethnocentrism is beginning to dawn on western and other media researchers,
which is why many are seeking out media books that relate to Asia, Latin
America, the Middle East and Africa. This is one reason why Carol Lai’s book
on the media in Hong Kong will be of interest to media specialists around the
world.

Another reason is that Carol Lai examines the development of Hong Kong’s
media in a rapidly changing political context. This enables her to draw attention
to the complex interaction, and also changing nature, of the forces that made and
remade the Hong Kong media. She begins her narrative with an account of the
way in the British government suspended pro-Beijing newspapers, and jailed
opponents of its colonial regime during the later 1960s. She then shows how the
Hong Kong press became more critically independent and also professionally
oriented during the 1990s in response to pressure from media staff, the growth
of civil society and the ebbing away of colonial power. Her narrative concludes
with the re-imposition of strong official pressures in the 2000s, following the
reversion of Hong Kong to Chinese rule in 1997. These were reinforced by new
media owners, a politicised distribution of advertising, and the siren call of
Chinese nationalism and Confucian tradition. But there were also countervailing
influences that prevented a complete subordination of the Hong Kong media to
the new regime: most notably, the professional concerns of journalists, con-
sumer pressure and the institutions of a still vibrant civil society. This produced
a media landscape in which there were servile papers responding to pressure to
be more independent, and critical papers that reined in criticism out of pragmatic
caution (‘no breaking news on China’ commanded one outspoken publisher).

Part of the interest of this book stems from the rich sources that the author
has skilfully mined: recently declassified public records in London, extensive
interviews with people at different levels within media organisations, and
careful textual analysis. This brings to life a complex and rich understanding of
the forces influencing Hong Kong’s media, with wider theoretical implications
for the study of the media in general. Just one example must suffice. It has



become commonplace within one western tradition for the market to be viewed
as a system of public empowerment: the voice of the public is heard through the
media, it is claimed, because the sovereign consumer demands it. It is common-
place within another opposed tradition to see the market as a system of control
in which millionaire media owners impose their views. What Carol Lai reveals
is a complex situation which conforms to neither theory. On the one hand, she
documents the way in which conglomerate media businesses act as proxy
censors imposing internal editorial controls in order to ingratiate themselves,
and reap economic advantage from the Chinese government. One the other
hand, she also shows the way in the market encourages and rewards populist
independence (as in the case of Apple Daily). These contradictory pressures are
overlaid by other influences which also leave their mark, and give rise to a dif-
ferentiated media system.

Another feature of this book is that the author is herself critically independ-
ent. She deflates western humbug, revealing the way in which the British
government proclaimed in the 1960s the virtues of freedom and democracy,
while suppressing Communist papers, jailing critics and blocking democracy.
But she is also critical of attempts to impose unjustified controls on contempor-
ary Hong Kong media. Carol Lai is a lecturer in journalism in a Chinese univer-
sity, and is part of one of the fastest growing areas of media studies in the world.
If this is an indication of what is to come, China will become a major inter-
national centre of critical media research.

x Foreword
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1 Introduction

In this chapter, the two political economy approaches to media analysis, the
radical and the liberal tradition, will be examined, and a brief summary of the
major components concerning the relationship between the media and the power
structure within Hong Kong society is set out. The chapter also provides a crit-
ical evaluation of Hong Kong scholarly work concerning the media, and a short
outline of the Hong Kong context.

Radical tradition

Radical political economists tend to view capitalist society as being class domin-
ated. The media are seen as part of an ideological arena in which various class
ideas are contested. Although dominated by certain classes, ultimate control is
increasingly concentrated in the monopoly of capital. Analysts of this tradition
are concerned that the increasing concentration of media power coincides with
dominant political and economic power interests.1 Media professionals, while
enjoying some measure of autonomy, are believed to be socialised into, and
internalise the norms of, the dominant culture. Taken as a whole, the interpretive
framework relayed by the media coincides with the interests of the dominant
classes. Although it is acknowledged that audiences sometimes negotiate and
contest these frameworks, in fact they lack access to alternative meaning
systems that would enable them to reject the framework suggested by the
media.2

One of the major propositions of this tradition is that the news product
reflects the dominant ideology. News is said to carry dominant ideas, and is a
construct, omitting items which do not conform to the dominant view. Textual
dominance can be achieved by constructing news texts in an interpretive frame-
work consonant with the dominant meaning systems. News is produced and
organised in such a way that the frame of reference is biased in favour of the
establishment.3 It is also argued that the media promote the values of capitalism.
Capitalism and consumerism emerge largely uncontested.4 However, it is not
only the message carried by the media that is problematic; it is the media them-
selves, as they become increasingly conglomerated and transnational.5 News as a
‘construct’ illustrates the dominant patriarchal culture; female roles are depicted



in a biased way.6 Similarly, in reporting ideologically sensitive issues, such as
industrial disputes, dominant discourses are relayed using credible sources such
as elites, experts and officials, whereas opposing views are marginalised by the
use of less credible personalities or the man/woman in the street.7

Apart from the use of sources, textual dominance can also be achieved by
omission. Consistent patterns of omission have been found in news and current
affairs where there are imbalances of media attention, concentrating on indi-
viduals rather than on corporations, and policy operations are separated from the
underlying relationship to the political and economic power.8 Oppositional and
alternative views are only presented occasionally in order to maintain the legiti-
macy and credibility of news organisations. In fact, limitations can be put in
place to block the elaboration of alternative views.

Analysts working within this tradition note that part of the press, or certain
news items, might contest the dominant ideology. But taken as a whole, the
news product is set within the dominant ideology framework, and alternative
viewpoints are either left out or well contained. The dominant ideology reflected
in news texts is largely a result of direct or indirect influence exerted on the
media by the dominant groups. In capitalist societies most media institutions are
privately owned. The degree of the dominant groups’ influence on the media,
and the degree of autonomy the journalists exercise against the constraints
imposed by media organisations, serve as opposing forces, and the interaction
between the two results in various levels of control over the media.

From the perspective of political economy, there is a significant amount of
research investigating the effects of media ownership on the ideology of news
output. Despite the proliferation of news media, there are growing trends
towards media concentration, cross-ownership, networking with non-media
operations, and ties between media and government officials.9 There is substan-
tial evidence of power concentration in media institutions. Newspaper owners
are generally closely affiliated with, and share the interests of, the economic and
political establishment. The overall effect is the tendency of media conglomer-
ates to limit the range of information made available, and to protect their related
commercial interests.

According to this perspective, the commercial aims of owners or advertisers
have a bearing on news operations and news content. The media serve to
enhance the economic interests of the newspaper’s proprietor, and in con-
sequence pressure is exercised over editorial coverage to serve the needs of
major advertisers. It is argued that the delegation of power from owners to man-
agerial elites provides partial freedom in the daily operation of the media, but
dispersion of ownership at the managerial level does not necessarily loosen the
control of owners on the organisational orientation and editorial culture.10 The
fact that the news media owners can control the allocation of resources and
the operation of the newsroom limits the ‘managerial-revolution’.11 There are
largely two forms of control that owners and managerial executives can exert –
at the level of allocation and at the operational level. Allocative control involves
setting overall policy, making decisions such as senior appointments, allocation
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of resources, dictation of editorial lines and investment, and control of overall
distribution of profits. Capital concentration sets broad boundaries for exercising
allocative control in the larger media environment, which may, in turn, influence
how specific media organisations implement operational control within that
environment. Budget cuts represent one strategy used to force journalists to suit
the needs of advertisers and owners. This kind of self-censorship is regarded as
being hard to detect because it involves internalised organisational values.
Moreover, journalists are obliged to report favourably on the owners’ economic
ventures and investment. In fact, a number of authors have provided evidence of
an owner’s interference that affected operational control to a great extent.12

Despite claims of autonomy, news content is generally found to be in accord-
ance with the owner’s ideology in liberal democratic societies. Some media
moguls have explicit political commitments that filter into the media output of
their organisation.13 Not all owners are politically oriented, but few of them are
politically indifferent. Within the organisation, journalists usually internalise the
organisational norms and understand the boundaries of the ideological spectrum.
The ultimate power of hiring and firing senior journalists serves as a deterrent to
transgression. Routine compliance is the result of this subtle mechanism of self-
censorship and the interpretation of corporate norms.14 Thus, the strength of this
control process lies in the education and training of journalists, the in-built
penalties and rewards within media organisations, and in direct intrusion from
the management. But the most useful control mechanism is the internalisation of
values.15

It has been argued that the problem with journalism is primarily its profes-
sionalism.16 According to this theory, the professional code that aims to achieve
objectivity and neutrality has undermined the authority of journalists who, in
turn, need to seek official sources as authoritative or legitimate sources of
information. The news agenda is then set according to official demands. As a
consequence, the news media cannot antagonise their sources (such as govern-
ment officials, powerful individuals), as they have to rely on them to obtain
news information or insider information. Eventually this results in a mainstream
bias, the so-called ‘official stenography’ or expert opinion, which largely coin-
cides with the mainstream opinion of the dominant power.17

It is also argued that journalists tend to avoid describing the background to a
story. This omission of contextualisation results in news becoming an event-ori-
ented item, usually shaped by public relations people who, in turn, play a major
role in promoting de-politicisation.

In addition, there are indirect influences on the media at work. For instance,
there are situations where owners do not have any ideological interests or con-
nection with the dominant groups. The problem of control in these ambiguous
situations remains significant. Critical analysts propose three main types of indi-
rect influence on the media by the dominant groups: market influences, cultural
links and indirect links with the government. Irrespective of ideological orienta-
tion, all owners of media corporations have a vital interest in increasing the prof-
itability of their enterprise.18 The profit motive in turn affects the range and
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ideological spectrum of the media organisation. ‘The enormous resource com-
manded by these conglomerates, their large economy of scale, and extensive
dominance of linked markets, have undermined the functionary of the market as
a free and open contest.’19 According to Curran, the commercial media do not
create a free market place of ideas as they promise; instead market forces can
distort the free exchange of ideas, for instance, high entry costs effectively pro-
hibit ordinary people from setting up a newspaper. Indeed, because of the main-
streaming effect of the commercial market, along with the need to generate
advertisement and subscription revenues, the proliferation of media choices does
not result in substantial expansion of the media’s ideological range.20

Apart from the market link, there is usually indirect political influence from
the government. In different periods in the past, the ruling classes restrained and
regulated the shape and boundaries of the media by setting up a wide range of
media legislation including censorship, libel laws, taxation, licensing and official
secrets acts.21 In addition, the connection between the media and the dominant
cultural patterns is more subtly pervasive than legal repression and market influ-
ence. Due to the nature of journalistic work, news workers (under constant pres-
sure in respect of deadlines and circulation) are prompted to produce news
content that reflects the dominant culture and ideology. In the routine of news
production, journalists find it easier to produce content using widely familiar
meaning systems and frames of reference.22

While some Marxist media scholars are criticised for being instrumentalists/
functionalists,23 many others maintain a critical edge in non-reductive ways.24 An
essential argument is that the media play a functional role in legitimating capital-
ism in most industrial societies.25 However, the strength of the radical political
economy approach is its analysis of the relationship between the media and the
power structure of society, and its examination of whether the media are particu-
larly sensitive to the realignment of power structures and power relationships in
society. By analysing political and economic pressure from dominant power
blocks and its direct and indirect influence on the media, many writers (despite
notable differences) have developed important insights into the media’s substan-
tial, albeit not total, dependence on the power structure. However, the approach
may overlook the part that market forces play. The profession not only has a role
in supporting state legitimacy, it also has to maintain its own legitimacy in a
market economy. The media are not only responsive to political and economic
pressure from the dominant power, they also define issues, help to draw public
attention to issues, and manifest the scope and extent of social debate. The next
section looks at the counter-argument to the radical political economy approach.

Liberal pluralist tradition

According to the liberal tradition, the media respond to, and reflect, the views
and values of the public, thus ensuring consumer control. The liberal theorists’
view differs from the radical tradition in that, while the radical approach empha-
sises media censorship, the liberal approach emphasises the market that enables
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consumers to exercise control over the media. The latter’s argument is formu-
lated around the concept of the sovereign consumer. The central idea is that the
general shape and nature of the press is ultimately determined by its readers
because of the hidden hand of the free market.26 It is argued that media owners
in a market-based system have to provide people with what they want if they are
to stay in business and prosper. This ensures that the media as a whole represent
the views and values of their audience, and act as a mouthpiece for the public.
The press, it is argued, are managed by executives who seek to maximise sales,
rather than to advance their political aspirations. This then establishes the con-
sumer as the ultimate controller of the press, which in turn means the media
reflect public opinion rather than the views of organised political interests. The
argument goes further to celebrate a market-based media system that liberates
the media even from those who run it. The main motivation for this ultimate lib-
eration is, supposedly, the drive to maximise profits.

Furthermore, it is argued that the free market not only ensures that the media
express the public’s views, but it also enhances the informational role of the
media. This is portrayed as facilitating public rationality and enabling a collect-
ive expression of opinion. Thus it is claimed that the free market system should,
in theory, allow people to air whatever opinions they wish, and ensure that all
significant viewpoints are published and that a wide range of information is
made available. Hence, intellectual resources of information are mobilised from
varied and diverse sources. Significantly, a free market place of ideas should
have a tendency to correct errors and biases during the course of interaction.
Thus the market system is hailed as the best possible mechanism for facilitating
self-governance. It will help keep open channels of communication between
government and governed, and among the various interest groups in society.
Because the free market produces a media system that responds to, and
expresses, the people’s views, market processes enhance, and are central to, the
exercise of democracy.

The liberal tradition also emphasises the importance of state control, and
argues that the removal of state control would lead to the liberation of the
media.27 This is because liberals view the media as having a more autonomous
role with respect to the dominant power structure in practice. Overall, the liberal
tradition’s emphasis on the media’s greater independence from the power struc-
ture within a free society is largely what distinguishes it from the radical tradi-
tion. That said, a number of liberalists have got one foot inside and one foot
outside the liberal tradition.28 In essence, although they believe that the media
have more independence from the power structure than do their radical col-
leagues, they do not fully sign up to the key tenets of liberal tradition.

Dissenting liberal views

While radical analysts emphasise media control by owners and advertisers,
liberal sociologists, such as Michael Schudson, stress the autonomy of pro-
fessional journalism in resisting external and internal pressures. While it is
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doubtless true that members of the media have some autonomy and authority to
depict the world according to liberal ideals, in his essay on objectivity as a jour-
nalistic norm, Schudson argues that journalistic professionalism as a norm
serves as a kind of social control and plays a role in constructing a social iden-
tity. As a norm, the professionalism of journalism has to establish, above all, a
self-conscious pursuit of internal group solidarity and, moreover, articulate
ideals of social practice. This involves, for example, exercising control over sub-
ordinates and passing on group culture to the next generation.29 Hence, ‘objec-
tivity’ is a moral ideal, a set of reporting and editing practices, and an observable
pattern of news writing.

What is clear is that the moral norm American journalists live by in their
professional lives, use as a means of social control and social identity, and
accept as the most legitimate grounds for attributing praise and blame is a
norm that took root first, and most deeply, in this journalism and not in
others across the Atlantic.30

It is the media’s concern with public legitimacy that helps to shield them from
big business manipulation.31

In connection with professionalism, Hallin puts forward another important
argument, saying that the relation of contemporary American journalism to
political authority is ambivalent.32 He argues that there is a closer relation devel-
oping between journalists and the state. Journalists are used to borrowing the
authority of the state. Thus, they are more inclined to use sources of dominant
power, ‘para-journalists’, namely government officials, public relations agents,
powerful and wealthy people.33 Hence, the behaviour of the media attempts to
reflect a societal consensus. The media have moved towards the ideal type of
differentiated media that are ‘structurally free from inhibiting economic, polit-
ical, solidary and cultural entanglement’.34

On the one hand, structurally, the American news is both highly autonomous
from direct political control and, on the other hand, through the routine of the
news-gathering process, deeply intertwined in the actual operation of govern-
ment and becomes a sort of ‘fourth branch of government’. This part of the
informal constitution of the political system in turn makes the media accept
certain standards of ‘responsible behaviour’. These standards involve not only
the renunciation of the right to exercise partisan criticism of political authority,
but also the granting of certain positive rights of access to news, and the accep-
tance, for the most part, of the agenda and perspective of the establishment.

Elaborating his argument further, Hallin points out that the behaviour of the
media is nonetheless closely tied to the degree of consensus among political elites:

[W]hen consensus is strong, the media play a relatively passive role and
generally reinforce official power to manage public opinion; when political
elites are divided, on the other hand, the media become more active, more
diverse in the points of view they represent, and more difficult to manage.35
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According to Hallin, American news media are structurally autonomous from
economic and political control. He refers back to historical developments, the
displacement of power, when nationalism replaced liberalism, and the suspicion
of power. Currently journalists have more autonomy in relation to government,
and it tends to be equally true that professional journalists have more autonomy
within news organisations.

Thus, liberal analysts tend to see society as a complex of competing groups
and interests, none of them predominant all of the time. Media organisations, in
general, are seen as systems that enjoy a significant level of autonomy from the
state, political parties and institutions. Control of the media is said to be in the
hands of an autonomous managerial elite who allow media professionals a con-
siderable degree of flexibility. Media audiences are seen as capable of manipu-
lating the media in a variety of ways in accordance with their needs and
demands.36

It is frequently argued that the concentration of power in a small number of
profit-making news organisations would restrict the free-flow of expression.
However, as a consequence of the separation of press from political parties and
political movements, commercial considerations become more influential, and
the press becomes increasingly organised by a set of self-governing professional
norms and practices.

Undoubtedly, one of the major propositions of this tradition is that the media
function as a mirror, and reflect reality.37 Liberal analysts, in general, define
journalism as the business or practice of producing and disseminating informa-
tion about contemporary affairs of general public interest and importance.
Schudson echoes the view that the function of journalism is to promote commu-
nication and social coordination of individuals and groups through shared
symbols and meanings.38

Despite these developments, the norms and institutions differ from country to
country; indeed, commercialisation and professionalism vary across nations. Yet
Schudson acknowledges that the problem with news lies largely in political cyn-
icism and cultural infotainment, the complexities of issues linked with journal-
ism having largely to do with profit matters. Despite that, he argues that some
scholars39 write as if corporate ownership and commercial organisations
necessarily compromise the democratic promise of public communication.
However, from a global perspective, the worst-case scenarios involve the
absence of commercial organisations, or their total domination by the state.

Indeed, Latin America serves as an example in this context for this tradition,
as Latin American governments benefit more from state-controlled media that
are subject to censorship and manipulation.40 Also in China, the news media are
both market-dominated and state-dominated, though this distinction is not easy
to make.41 In China a self-censorship system is at work, and its formation is
largely due to external pressures and structural effects, thus party control and
rapid commercialisation both occur at the same time.42 While Schudson
acknowledges that there is reason to worry that not just the state but also the
market can threaten press freedom, he argues that it does not follow from this

Introduction 7



that capitalism is necessarily the enemy of free expression. News reports are
basically ‘constructed reality’,43 and verification of facts is both a political and a
professional accomplishment.

Although radical and pluralist traditions have co-existed in tension, some crit-
ical theorists argue that the two traditions are not so far apart as is usually sup-
posed.44 There are variations within, and convergence between, the two camps.
Attempts have been made to develop a ‘midway’ in media theory.45 Similarly, I
shall argue that the dominant ideology and liberal market theses both have their
merits as well as shortcomings in analysing a changing society. At a time of
political change, journalists apparently need to restructure their news net in
order to respond to the new configuration of authority.46 The case of Hong Kong
as part of China, in particular whether it deviates from the western model of
media organisation or whether it could bring some insight to the traditional
model of political economy, is the major concern of this book. In the next
section I attempt to trace the evolution of the Hong Kong press and critique
Hong Kong scholarly work concerning the media from the perspective of this
tradition.

Evolution of the Hong Kong press

The Hong Kong press can be traced back to the mid nineteenth century when
Hong Kong was ceded to Britain. From then on, the Hong Kong press served
largely as a meeting place between China and the West, and as a contested space
for Chinese political parties. Hong Kong was first acquired in 1842, but territor-
ial expansion was not Britain’s primary goal.47 Instead, the main goal was to
secure a naval base, and an entrepot to protect and expand British economic
interests in the Far East. At the time of cession, Hong Kong was a barren island
with an estimated indigenous population of 5,000 inhabitants, mainly fishermen,
whereas British residents were largely traders.48

In the early days, the colonial authorities were anxious to curb any opposing
voices, whether British or indigenous. For example, between 1857 and 1859,
William Tarrant of Friend of China was imprisoned for 12 months for libel for
accusing the Colonial Secretary of corruption.49 George Ryder of the Daily
Press faced similar punishment when he exposed the possibly corrupt acts of
English officials in Hong Kong. He was found guilty of criminal libel and sen-
tenced to six months in jail.50

However, these incidents involving the English press did not deter the
Chinese from setting up their own anti-authority Chinese press. In the 1840s,
Hong Kong was a haven for political dissidents escaping persecution from the
imperial Chinese government in mainland China. Revolutionaries came to Hong
Kong to advocate the overthrow of the last imperial government of China, and to
seek to mobilise people to this end.51

In 1847 Wang Tao set up the first Chinese-language newspaper, Tsun Wan
Daily News (Circulation Daily).52 Wang was generally regarded as the father of
Chinese journalism.
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In 1858, Wu Ting-fang, a former Chinese foreign minister who had received
a western education, started Chung Wei Hsin Pao (Sino Foreign Daily News),
which backed the reform movement in China. However, the paper was prose-
cuted by the British government for sedition, and was fined $101 for opposing
Chinese participation in the First World War.53

While the Chinese press in general were marked by their concern in China
politics, the early Chinese press in particular were steadfast nationalist. They
were largely seen, and used, as a mobilising force for enlightenment, anti-
colonialist social reform and political revolution.54

Despite the fact that the Chinese newspapers were concerned primarily with
overthrowing the imperial Chinese regime of the Qing dynasty, and later with
civil unrest in China, the British had reason to fear that such nationalistic senti-
ments might easily spill across the border and be transformed into anti-colonial
sentiment. Partly out of fear that Hong Kong might become a centre for sedition
and social instability, and partly as a gesture to appease China, the Seditious
Publication Ordinance was enacted in 1907.55After the end of the Qing dynasty
in 1911, China entered into a period of contending warlords, and Hong Kong
resumed its role as a propaganda and information base. The colonial government
was very cautious and sensitive in this period of turmoil. In 1914, the Seditious
Publication Ordinance barred publication of material containing content that
might damage the colony or the mainland’s law and order or political stability,
and it prohibited importation of publications that contained such material.56 In
1927, the Printers and Publication Ordinance was enacted to deter attacks on the
British establishment.57

Though the concept of a free press had been well entrenched in Britain as
early as 1695, the colonial government did not implement the liberal ideology in
Hong Kong.58 After the Second World War, Hong Kong became a shelter for
Chinese refugees.

In 1948, the Chinese Communist Party launched Ta Kung Pao and Wen Wei
Po in Hong Kong, and a year later the Nationalists launched the Hong Kong
Times.59 With the Communist take-over of mainland China, the ideological war
in Hong Kong became critical.

In this political atmosphere there was a growing fear that the spread of
nationalism might lead to instability and the possible overthrow of the colonial
regime, so two ordinances were enacted to curb the possible spread of national-
istic sentiment. In 1949, the Emergency Regulations (Amendment) Ordinance60

granted the Governor extensive powers to deal with an emergency, including
censorship, and the control and suppression of publications and other means of
communication. In 1951, the Control of Publication (Consolidation) Ordinance61

was passed to punish the publication of ‘false’ news.62

While the early Hong Kong press was closely tied to the colonial and busi-
ness elite, sections of it later turned to serve as propagandists for Chinese parties
and interests.63 Between 1925 and 1952, various Chinese newspapers were
established, some of which have survived to the present day.64 In contrast to the
partisan press, the primary concern of these commercial papers was to provide
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the public with information about local affairs and daily entertainment, albeit
some retained a strong political inclination towards Taiwan, and others adopted
an ‘anti-communist’ attitude. Still, they can be distinguished from the partisan
press that was owned and controlled by political parties and regimes.65 Hong
Kong became an ideological battleground for Chinese nationalism/patriotism.66

The decline of partisan papers, and the rise of the commercial press, was
most noticeable during the decades from the late 1970s and early 1980s, respec-
tively, to the present. According to mainstream scholarly views, one of the
major factors that accounted for this phenomenon was demography. The propor-
tion of the locally born population increased as the overall population
expanded.67 In the 1950s, many citizens were refugees from mainland China,
with a large proportion of them viewing Hong Kong as their temporary shelter.
The change in demography and later localisation tended to foster the commer-
cial press and affect the development of the partisan press.68 The second major
reason for the expansion of the commercial press was the growth of the advert-
ising industry.69 As early as the late 1940s, rich people from cosmopolitan
Shanghai fled to Hong Kong together with their business skills and capital.70

Hence, the growth in the local-born population and increasing business
opportunities all contributed to the rise of a commercial press.

Likewise, with the commercial press dominating the market, the partisan
newspapers were marginalised, serving only as the mouthpiece for either the
Chinese Communist Party or the Nationalist Taiwan Kuomintang. Their circula-
tion was so low that they were not included in the annual Hong Kong Media
Index (as shown in Table 1 of the appendix).71 With financial backing from
Beijing, the pro-Chinese Communist Party newspapers maintained a presence in
Hong Kong, but in recent years they were forced to make adjustments because
of keen market competition.72 Traditionally, the ‘centrist press’ meant those
newspapers not taking a clear position on either the politics of the Chinese
Communist Party or the Nationalist Taiwan Kuomintang. They expressed more
or less independent views on the issues of Chinese politics, and focused mainly
on making profits. Their involvement in local political affairs was limited, but
less constrained than in the case of Chinese politics. Even when local issues
were commented upon, they tried to avoid clashes with the Hong Kong govern-
ment. During the political transition, the centrist newspapers became increas-
ingly pro-Hong Kong, especially in the case of the mass press. Despite that, they
refrained from opposing dominant power ideas and avoided presenting altern-
ative viewpoints.

In sum, under colonial rule, the majority of the mainstream press reflected the
dominant power interests, although at one time a radical press emerged that
struggled against the state and ownership control. Apart from the radical press
backed by the People’s Republic of China, political journals flourished briefly in
the late 1970s and early 1980s as shown in Table 1 of the appendix. However,
not many were able to survive to become popular and influential. British colo-
nial political suppression was usually not that explicit. One strategy was to allow
at least an appearance of balance that in fact amounted to a policy of divide-and-
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rule. Thus they allowed the pro-Nationalist groups to survive and gave some
room to anti-colonial political forces. So at least until the riot of 1967, the com-
munist group were left relatively free to do what they wanted (as a means of bal-
ancing the pro-Nationalist group).73 However, the restrictive measures (such as
legal instruments) were in place, to be used if needed. The costly licensing fee
also prevented the less advantaged from entering the public arena by opening a
newspaper.

Contemporary media74

A former British colony, Hong Kong following the political reunification with
China serves as a test case for the ‘one country, two systems’ concept where a
capitalist economy interacts with a socialist system. The Hong Kong press is
part and parcel of a hybridised city full of contradictions and ambivalence,
where traditional and western values, and a capitalist economy and an authorit-
arian bureaucratic rule, exist at the same time. In the late 1990s, with a popu-
lation of about 6.6 million, Hong Kong had a diversified and dynamic news
media. They included: 50 daily newspapers (with 14 comprehensive dailies),
more than 600 periodicals, two commercial terrestrial TV companies, one cable
TV service, a regional satellite TV service, one public broadcaster and two com-
mercial radio stations. The political spectrum of the press has become narrower,
with a major shift towards the new regime (pro-communist and pro-establish-
ment), and a cleavage between a pro-Hong Kong and a pro-China political ori-
entation.75 The media also cover a range of tastes from the elitist to the more
commercial and trivial. Paradoxically, the limited democratic development of
Hong Kong indirectly helps to reinforce the role of the media as a contentious
forum for various interest groups and the public.

Journalism and power

Hong Kong was a British colony for 156 years. It was a relatively free society in
the early 1990s, albeit an undemocratic one, but then became subject to the rule
of an authoritarian regime that pledged a high degree of autonomy in 1997.76 In
the last century, Hong Kong was transformed from a lone barren fishing port to
a prosperous city state that is home to more than seven million (mainly Chinese)
residents. Situated at the tip of southern China, this island had long depended on
the mainland for food and water. During the Cold War, the former British
colony served China as a port of entry and a window to the western world.
During the long history of precarious arrangements and political negotiations
between Britain and China, Hong Kong developed into a leading financial,
trading and communication centre in Asia.77 Yet, after the change of political
regime in 1997, the fate of civil liberties in this highly sophisticated capitalist
city, with an established rule of law and a dynamic and diversified news media,
remained uncertain.78 This is the political background in which the situation of
the contemporary Hong Kong press should be explored. I provide a more
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detailed discussion on the socio-political and economic context when dealing
with the period in question in further chapters. The following section includes
my critical review of scholarly work on the Hong Kong media that focuses on
the transition and the post-handover period, although I shall also comment on
media studies research since the late 1960s. I examine journalism from a histor-
ical point of view in three broad periods: under colonial rule in the late 1960s; in
the ‘power vacuum’ of the political transition; and under Chinese rule in the
post-handover period.

First stage – the late 1960s

The mass media usually form a very significant component of the political
system of a society. As a result of their size and diversity, coupled with the
opportunities offered by an unrepresentative bureaucratic administration, the
mass media in Hong Kong should arguably have taken up a bigger role in
the political process.79 According to Hong Kong political scientists, however,
past developments in Hong Kong suggest this was not the case. The growth of
the mass media has neither contributed to the development of democracy nor to
an independence movement. Kuan and Lau argue that the experience of Hong
Kong is a result of the minimal integration of the political and mass media
systems: ‘Hong Kong [is] a minimally-integrated media-political system
wherein interactions between the mass media and local political institutions have
until recently [the late 1980s] been restricted.’80

Kuan and Lau believe that, first of all, no integration of the media and the
political elite occurred in the case of Hong Kong. The media elite (especially the
owners of the Chinese press) and the high-ranking officials (the British expatri-
ates) were two distinct types of people. Moreover, the structural linkage between
press and political institutions was also weak. All press institutions were pri-
vately owned. The colonial government passed legislation to secure ultimate
control over the mass media institutions by means of registration, franchise con-
ditions, prohibitions and emergency powers. During the past century, the Hong
Kong press was intensively involved in Chinese rather than Hong Kong politics.
At the time, there was no local party in Hong Kong. Media partisanship still
existed, but basically with an external reference. Party papers were externally
controlled from Beijing or Taipei, and had an overseas orientation. Political
ideology was divided along the China–Taiwan continuum, not on issues relevant
to Hong Kong. Furthermore, the press/party parallelism grew not out of local
politics but was ‘a residual extension of modern Chinese politics’.81 The Chinese
orientation of the press in Hong Kong had thus significantly reduced its rele-
vance to the local political system. It is argued that the press in Hong Kong had,
unlike its counterparts in many other colonies, contributed only minimally to
changes in the political system of which it was a part.82

Under colonial rule, the news media were said to be ‘apolitical and apa-
thetic’.83 They did not provide much coverage of local affairs, but rather concen-
trated on events outside the territory, namely mainland China and Taiwan. The
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reason behind this was said to be the ‘refugee mentality’ that meant Hong Kong
was a ‘borrowed place’ at a ‘borrowed time’.84 The relationship between the
Hong Kong news media and the colonial regime was in general characterised as
cordial and harmonious, provided the former worked within the boundaries set
by the colonial administration. Research by Mitchell published in 1969 shows
that there was not much emphasis on colonial policy in the news, let alone crit-
ical commentary and editorial.85 In his study of papers published between 1951
and 1966, Mitchell found that editorials critical of the Hong Kong government
were indeed rare. The indifference of the press to local politics left the Hong
Kong government without any serious challenger, thus it could afford to grant
the press a substantial degree of freedom of expression, which it mostly exer-
cised with reference to Chinese politics. The press in turn buttressed the colonial
status quo of Hong Kong.

Apart from the leftist (communist) press, the press in general did not criticise
the colonial regime. Rather, they focused on Chinese party politics, which were
considered to be extra-territorial politics and so relatively safe, tolerated by the
British as long as the reports and commentary did not violate British sover-
eignty. Therefore, some scholars have characterised the Hong Kong press tradi-
tion as indifferent, apolitical and apathetic. According to some, this is the result
of a rivalry between ‘party-press’ and ‘partisan press’, i.e. the tension between,
and indeed the contradictory emphasis of, the leftist (Chinese Communist Party
(CCP)-funded press) and the rightist press (the Kuomintang (KMT)-funded
press which was pro-KMT, the nationalist Taiwanese party).

The argument, however, is not so straightforward, as in fact the Hong Kong
news media did not give up their political role entirely. The fact is rather that
many of the media chose to comment more extensively on issues that concerned
them most, namely Chinese politics. Also, one can argue that the commercial
press, independent of the two Chinese parties, was in fact a pro-establishment
(local administration) press. This became evident when a significant socio-
political crisis occurred in 1967. It revealed that the radical/leftist press played a
significant role in terms of advocating, provoking and engaging in a so-called
‘psychological warfare’ with the local administration to protest against repres-
sive colonial policy over labour issues, while the rightist and centrist press was
supportive of the violent crackdown authorised by the British Hong Kong
administration.

In her study of newspaper coverage of the disturbances in 1967, Alice Lee
argues that press partisanship dictated the paradigm.86 The leftist press supported
the disturbance, and the rightist and centrist supported the government and
helped to create a superficial scenario of stability. Arguably, one explanation for
the decline of the radical press is that they did not report ‘objectively’ on the dis-
turbances, and provided one-sided, anecdotal stories. Thus the circulation of the
leftist press dropped because of ‘biased’ reporting. However, one can argue that,
at the time, journalism’s norms such as ‘objectivity’ were not yet generally
adopted. It was after classified exchanges and official records were declassified
in the early years of the twenty-first century that other explanations, such as the
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role of the Chinese authorities, and indeed the British government, in the event
became clearer.87 Because of state oppression, the communist press was finan-
cially non-viable and shifted to a milder stance. (This actually did not occur
under the influence of advertising, since once they were actively sponsored, the
leftist press ‘flourished’ in the 1990s.)88

At the end of the confrontation between the radical press and the British Hong
Kong administration, the British and the Chinese reached reconciliation.
Although the radical press failed in its struggle to remove the colonial regime, the
British Hong Kong administration had a difficult lesson to learn.89 In the wake of
the confrontation, the British administration apparently admitted the failure of
their policy on Hong Kong. After that, the Hong Kong administration largely
reviewed its policy, which involved a series of social reforms.90 I shall argue in
the Chapter 2 that the British local administration introduced measures to crack
down on the pro-PRC press in the face of a threat to its rule. As a result of this,
the radical press, a progressive force and one-time advocate of social justice,
went underground and largely disappeared, though some of the titles remained.

Second stage – transition period

While the colonial administration used the Government Information Services
and government officials acting as a source of information as a means of coer-
cion, the Chinese authorities adopted a policy of co-optation and united front
work91 to gain support from, and build up links with, local news media.92 Co-
optation was achieved through Xinhua News Agency (the de facto Chinese
Embassy under British rule), and other politicians, agents and sources of
information, by bestowing honours and material rewards on key media people.
The British Hong Kong administration also used co-optation by granting special
honours, such as appointments to the legislature, to news media proprietors and
senior journalists. In the case of the Chinese, co-optation measures included
granting trips to China and invitations to insider briefings, offered mainly to pro-
prietors and the heads of news desks.93 This strategy continued until the political
transition period when Hong Kong underwent huge structural and institutional
changes, and at the same time the policy of China towards Hong Kong seem-
ingly shifted to become more hard line.94 There are, however, questions that
remain to be dealt with. How do these developments affect the organisation of
news, professionalism, internal mediation of news, and external control over the
press? How has the relationship between power structures (political and eco-
nomic) and the media changed? How did the news media restructure and reposi-
tion themselves in anticipation of the political handover?

During the political transition period, there occurred a power vacuum, as the
decreasing influence of the British regime coincided with the lack of authority of
the Chinese regime. During this period, the Chinese regime apparently adopted
both a soft-handed and heavy-handed policy simultaneously. For instance, the
united front or lobby strategy remained in place, but a more heavy-handed
policy was visible, as shown by the case of the jailed Hong Kong reporter Xi
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Yang and others.95 The profession faced grim prospects. The consequence was
self-censorship. But the root of this self-censorship was unclear: why did Hong
Kong journalists censor their own stories in the first place? How did it happen?
Did they resist interference?

In this connection, the first across-the-board industrial survey provides some
interesting insights.96 According to this study, in theory, journalists maintained
the outlook and ideal of journalism’s norms such as objectivity, impartiality and
accuracy. In practice, however, they perceived a lot of self-censorship going on,
but usually affecting other people and other organisations. This pioneer survey
was conducted into the industry in general to find out detailed characteristics of
the journalistic profession including age, education, professionalism, journal-
ism’s norms and ideals, job satisfaction and security, democratic aspirations and
nationalist inclinations, perspectives and envisaged problems, and, above all,
threats to press freedom. Within the category of journalistic outlook are listed:
attitudes towards China, the profession, the future, political orientation, and emi-
gration to other countries. The survey depicts a bleak picture, but many issues
remain to be clarified. These include: What makes journalists self-censor their
copy and how does it happen? Is there any internal mediation or is journalism
controlled externally? Is it exposed to external pressure? How did media content
change? How did journalism fare in the transition? Although the survey was
illuminating at the time, as it gathered basic information on journalists in trans-
ition, overall research on the Hong Kong media only began two decades ago and
is regarded as newly established.97 Further studies on various areas are needed in
order to explore and clarify the implications for Hong Kong journalism in trans-
ition in general, and its relationship with society and the Chinese authoritarian
regime in particular.

Third stage – the post-colonial era

Lee’s study of the political economy of the Hong Kong news media, drawing
empirical data mainly from news reports and the annual reports of Hong Kong
Journalists Association, remains until now the most illuminating and compre-
hensive piece of research which traces the evolution of Hong Kong news media
as well as related issues such as the prospects for press freedom.98 However,
Lee’s study does not pay much attention to the news process itself and the
implications of actual interactions. The extent to which the wider environment
(namely the culture, civil society and public opinion) influences Hong Kong
journalism remains largely unexplored. In addition to that, it also appears to be
politically deterministic in its conclusion that the fate of Hong Kong press
freedom remains in the hands of China: ‘The ultimate guarantee of press
freedom in Hong Kong lies in China – in China’s continued liberalization and its
determination to carry out faithfully the “one country, two systems” policy.’99

Notwithstanding that, he notes that Beijing’s influence on Hong Kong is not
necessarily ‘unidirectional’, and the policy of ‘one country, two systems’ is
imbued with tensions and contradictions.
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A crisis implies an opportunity. These tensions and contradictions will be a
fertile ground for the struggle against state control, while the glaring incon-
gruity between Beijing’s public commitment to Hong Kong and its vacillat-
ing policy whims will provide leakage in ideological control. China cannot,
in the final analysis, fully close off the public space from liberal struggle in
Hong Kong.100

While Lee convincingly uses the liberal approach in his analysis of the struggle
against authoritarian rule, Lee and Chu by contrast argue that due to the news
media’s co-optation under the British, and their dependence on the British under
colonial rule, the political determinants would continue to prevail.101 In this
respect they offer a static model to account for the dynamic interplay between
political and economic factors that is particularly inadequate for a period during
which the Hong Kong news media underwent rapid structural changes. Their
extensive emphasis on political determinants results in the neglect of economic
logic and civil society as potential countervailing checks on state power.

In conclusion

It may be that the liberal interpretation, with its emphasis on professional norms,
market influence and the civil society, is key to understanding the changes
reshaping the Hong Kong press. Alternatively, it may be that the radical tradi-
tion, with its emphasis on the role of owners, the state and advertisers, and its
belief in the subordination of journalists to the dominant ideology, offers the key
to understanding. Or, indeed, we may find both interpretations are useful in
seeking to understand the changes that took place. The next chapter includes a
case study examining British policy towards the Hong Kong communist press,
illuminating the role of a liberal democracy in the late 1960s.
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2 British policy and the Hong Kong
communist press, 1967–1970

Introduction

Although the British government during the period 1967 to 1970 proclaimed the
importance of a free press and press freedom as a foundation for liberty, in prac-
tice, the regime was consistently repressive. Its main concern was to nip any
threat to public order in the bud. While the general public was concerned about
infringements of freedom, the British priority was to maintain their authority
rather than press freedom. However, a tension developed between an illiberal
tradition of imperial rule in Hong Kong and the more liberal approach that was
emerging in London. The situation was further complicated by the fact that
Britain was caught up in Cold War politics and was also adjusting its foreign
policy as regards the Far East towards one of decolonisation and a phasing out
of imperial rule.

This chapter attempts to investigate the relationship between the British
regime and the radical Hong Kong press (i.e. the communist-funded news-
papers), by examining the disturbances that occurred in 1967. I first look at the
available British official archive, such as the declassified files of the Colonial
Office and the Foreign and Commonwealth Office between 1967 and 1970.
Second, I examine British foreign policy as it applied to Hong Kong and China.
Third, I look at the elite and public opinion at the time by examining three news-
papers, the independent English Daily South China Morning Post with a pro-
establishment position, the liberal Far Eastern Economic Review and the
English edition of the Beijing-funded daily, Ta Kung Po, between May and
December 1967, during which period the disturbances took place. The chapter
focuses on the regime’s attitude towards the dissenting and opposition voice
(largely represented by the communist press), and examines the British strategy
of coercion conducted through the Hong Kong administration. It also looks at
the parts played by China and the British liberal faction, and local domestic con-
siderations.



The British imperial retreat and Chinese politics

Britain’s policy towards China and Hong Kong

According to historians, British post-war colonial policy was both complicated
and inconsistent. On the one hand, Britain was committed to colonial with-
drawal from South Asia; on the other hand, there was an uncompromising re-
assertion of colonial rule in Hong Kong.102 The situation has to be understood in
the context that Britain, with its limited resources, found it extremely difficult to
be a serious rival to either the United States or the Soviet Union as a major
power in the increasingly polarised world. However, the end of the British
Empire did not mean the end of the aspirations of British political leaders for
Britain to continue to play an important role in international politics. The contra-
dictory attitude of the British towards their empire was demonstrated in their
changes in policy towards Hong Kong in the face of the rise of communism in
the early post-1945 period as the communists took power in China. Hong Kong,
a symbol of British imperialism and a centre of commercial activities in south
China, presented a complex problem in Sino-British relations as the Cold War
intensified. The British, however, were unwilling to return Hong Kong to China
after the Second World War; initially because they wished to maintain the
empire, and later because of their aspiration to remain a global power.

The rise of the Chinese Communist Party and its subsequent take-over of
China presented a dilemma for British officials. On the one hand they had to
demonstrate solidarity with the USA, which was at the forefront of the conflict
with the communist bloc. On the other hand, they also needed to protect British
interests in China. Thus, British and Chinese officials were caught in the
dilemma of an ideological divide and a clash between their respective countries’
interests. An important outpost in the far east of the British Empire, Hong Kong
was a valuable trade centre for British commercial activities in Asia. However,
in the eyes of the Chinese, the colony was a symbol of western imperial domina-
tion. As one Hong Kong governor noted, the fundamental political problem of
Hong Kong was its relationship with China and not the advancement to self-
government and independence, as in the case of most British colonies.103

Thus, Hong Kong’s political status was inevitably linked with Britain’s
policy towards China. The outbreak of the Second World War and Japan’s occu-
pation of Hong Kong ended British administration of the colony. Before the end
of the war, the Chinese government had pressed for the return of Hong Kong to
Chinese sovereignty. Britain initially reluctantly accepted. That attitude
changed, however, towards the end of the war. Increasingly, the retention of
British Far Eastern territory was seen as a matter of prestige that was crucial to
the British Empire.104 Concurrently, the Chinese leaders’ desire to recover Hong
Kong was not particularly strong.105 Thus, Hong Kong did not at this time create
any real difficulty in Sino-British relations. The Labour government came to
power in Britain in 1945, but did not fundamentally change Britain’s stance
towards Hong Kong’s status. Although the Labour government was willing to
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allow self-government and to introduce constitutional reforms in British colonial
territories, it had no intention of giving up British colonial rule to China. The
fact that there was no possibility of decolonisation without giving the territory to
China106 also made Hong Kong’s status complicated and unique.

Thus, the implications of the communist victory for British interests in China
and Hong Kong depended on whether the communists found the existence of a
British port convenient for their trade with the outside world.107 The assessment
of the British policy-makers at that time was: even if the communists agreed to
use Hong Kong for trading purposes, Hong Kong would be ‘living on the edge
of a volcano’ because of a vast refugee problem.108 While Hong Kong’s political
position would depend very much on Britain’s relationship with the Chinese
communists, Cold War politics made Britain’s attempt to adopt a pragmatic
policy towards China difficult. After the communist take-over of China, the
British government eventually accorded diplomatic recognition to the People’s
Republic of China in January 1950. However, with the outbreak of the Korean
War in 1950, Britain’s policy towards China and Hong Kong took another turn,
with far-reaching consequences. Sino-British relations entered their most diffi-
cult period, though the countries did not terminate their informal diplomatic
links. With the imposition of the embargo,109 Hong Kong’s ‘life-blood’,110 its
trade with China, was cut down. Also, a massive influx of refugees arrived in
Hong Kong on a daily basis. Paradoxically, this massive inflow of Chinese
refugees, bringing both capital and labour, enabled Hong Kong to shift from an
entrepot to a manufacturing and industrial city.

The extent of the decline of British power became fully evident after the
Korean War. In other British territories in East Asia, the process of decolonisa-
tion had already begun. Malaysia was to become independent in 1957. The
British Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, continued to insist that Britain intended
to play a world role by maintaining a military presence east of Suez. Political
and economic realities showed the opposite: London announced in early 1968
that British forces would be phased out from the Far East and the Persian Gulf
by the end of 1971. In contrast to Britain’s gradual military retreat from Asia,
the Hong Kong garrison was not only maintained, but naval and air forces in the
colony were actually strengthened. This reflected Britain’s policy of continuing
to use Hong Kong’s unique position as an outpost to maintain its influence and
interests in the Far East.

Although Peking’s official stance towards the British presence in Hong Kong
has been described as one of ‘virulent opposition’,111 the Chinese government
avoided confronting the British authorities in Hong Kong directly, even when
pro-Peking elements in the colony became involved in the ‘anti-colonial’ move-
ment. Although Sino-British relations suffered when radical politics swept
through China during the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s, they improved
rapidly in the 1970s following the Sino-U.S. rapprochement. Hence, Hong Kong
remained important to British trading interests in East Asia and to Cold War
politics from the end of the Second World War onwards. The retention of Hong
Kong was first justified in the name of empire and later as part of the struggle
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against communist aggression. This attitude must be seen in the context of the
general decline of British power and prestige in post-war East Asia.

Chinese politics and Hong Kong as a British Chinese colony

Apart from British foreign policy on China and Hong Kong, the emergence of
Hong Kong as a British Colony but with a Chinese society was the other
significant factor shaping the British-Hong Kong relationship in the late 1960s.
As mentioned in Chapter 1, Hong Kong was acquired by the British as a colony,
primarily serving as a base for free trade in the Far East. Chinese people came to
Hong Kong to subject themselves voluntarily to the rule of an alien colonial
administration rather than to oppose it. From the very beginning, the develop-
ment of Hong Kong was based on a kind of partnership between the British and
the Chinese with a common goal of economic gain, even though this was an
unequal partnership in the political sense.112

As mentioned earlier, in the mid twentieth century, most countries in East
and Southeast Asia had suffered major political upheavals. Throughout this
period Hong Kong continued to run its affairs in accordance with a constitution
that was effectively the same as it was in the nineteenth century. Power was con-
centrated in the hands of a London-appointed governor, advised by a nominated
legislative council in which he could command a majority of votes, just as was
the case when the British first acquired Hong Kong by force.113 The reason the
colony continued to exist while its larger neighbours had undergone far-reaching
changes was because it suited the interests of Britain, China and the Hong Kong
people. In fact, any one of these three could have initiated a change in the status
quo, but each apparently refrained from making any move.

According to sociologists, the unique circumstances of Hong Kong, in
particular, the bureaucratic polity and the Hong Kong Chinese society had
helped to preserve the status quo. While Britain allowed its other dependent
territories and colonies to become independent, it retained its colonial rule over
Hong Kong for economic, strategic and moral reasons.114 Although Britain had
an adverse balance on visible trade, it was compensated for this by a surplus on
invisible transactions, including such items as the pensions paid to retired Hong
Kong civil servants in Britain, consultancy fees and payments for insurance,
shipping and other commercial facilities arranged through London. Furthermore,
from 1941 to 1972 Hong Kong was obliged to keep her external reserves in ster-
ling because the colony had been compulsorily enrolled as a member of the ster-
ling area by Britain.115 As mentioned earlier, the British wanted to retain Hong
Kong for the sake of its business interests and as an outpost in the Far East.

In addition, the cultural system in Hong Kong was heterogeneous, with a
division between the western and Chinese cultures. Even among the Chinese
themselves, variations in dialects, customs and styles of living ensured the divi-
sion of Hong Kong society into antagonistic fragments. In terms of political ori-
entation, ideological identities ran from the extreme right to the extreme left.
This cultural heterogeneity and range of political identities were potentially
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destabilising. The Chinese in Hong Kong zealously preserved their customs,
habits, lifestyles and modes of social organisation that constituted the cultural
and social heritage of the Chinese people. But Chinese nationalism, to the extent
it existed at all in Hong Kong, was cultural rather than political.116 Furthermore,
the staggering inequality in the distribution of income in Hong Kong in the
period concerned had the potential to generate class conflict and industrial hos-
tilities, which it could ill afford to have. These potential conflicts finally blew up
in the late 1960s.

Myth of the free press

Conventionally historians have assumed that Hong Kong’s success had much to
do with the British legacy. In connection with this, the British-instituted Hong
Kong press was often hailed as one of the pillars of this success. However,
recent research has begun to challenge this British legacy117 in general, and the
myth of the ‘free press’ in particular.118 It has questioned whether the tradition of
the Hong Kong free press, to the extent it existed, was indebted to British colo-
nial rule. Instead, it has argued that the ‘free press’ was established as a result of
its own long struggle against colonial suppression.119 But, had there actually
been any press freedom back in the 1960s? The 1967 disturbances should be
seen in the light of British foreign policy, Chinese politics and Hong Kong’s
special situation. I shall now discuss what actually happened, in particular, the
role of the communist press during this turbulent period that posed the most
serious threat to British rule.

From labour dispute to anti-colonial disturbance 1967–1970120

The 1967 disturbances seem to constitute a forgotten issue, in the sense that
neither the Chinese government nor the present Hong Kong administration is
interested in reviewing the official record.121 More importantly, there are no offi-
cial law reports documenting this carefully planned prosecution of newspaper-
men and women, and unprecedented suppression of the radical press.122 There is
no lack of academic analysis of this period of history, but explanations for what
happened are derived from the perspective of the excesses of the communist
proletariat revolution in mainland China. However, when we dig into the once-
classified British files, a different story emerges: for example, the disturbances,
which stretched from the summer of 1967 to 1970, resulted in a death toll of
more than 50,123 and detention and imprisonment for over 1,000 ethnic Chinese,
were, in fact, provoked by the British. Furthermore, the communist press was
suppressed at this time. Out of several dozens of journalist detainees and prison-
ers, five were senior communist newspaper officials. A total of 99 charges
related to the three independently owned and pro-communist papers, which were
suspended and later suppressed for six months.124

In this section I focus on British action against the communist press and the
latter’s resistance during a most violent confrontation between the two sides in
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1967. The first part of this section analyses different phases of action against the
communist press. The second part scrutinises the strategies of, and differences
within, the British government, and other factors working against British
control.

British suppression of the radical (communist) press

According to the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office, Hong Kong in
1970 resembled England in 1870 in many ways.

The industrial revolution, pushed on its way by private venture with the
spur of quick profits; a hypocritical attitude towards sex and gambling; low
rates of tax with extremes of wealth and poverty – all this is true of Hong
Kong now as it was of England then. . . . Add to that, that the structure of
the Hong Kong government is necessarily colonial, with all that that
implies, and the picture is complete. Power in Hong Kong today lies in the
hands of a few rich men, and the glory in an OBE or an invitation to
Government House.125

Although economic development had raised the standard of living of people in
general, many of the poorest families still lived in appalling conditions of urban
squalor, and there seemed to be a ‘growing desire among the post-war genera-
tion for a greater say in the conduct of government business’. But ‘the policies
of the government were designed primarily to further the interests of the wealthy
industrialists.’126 On the political front, different departments of the British
government reached a consensus that it was not in British interests to see the
rivalry between Peking and Taipei intensified.127 Hong Kong was regarded in
some ways as being in a permanent Cold War situation, and the same standards
could not always apply to it as were possible in countries less delicately situated.
However, there were differences among British government offices as regards
ways of improving Sino-British relations, with Hong Kong as the central issue.

There was a gulf between rich and poor in Hong Kong, but no official
channel for the working class to air their grievances. Neither were they represen-
ted politically. Domestically, the acute ideological rivalry between the two
Chinese parties – the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and the Taiwan National-
ist Kuomintang (KMT) Party – had prompted violent conflicts. In the incident of
10 October 1956,128 the Hong Kong government was alleged to have shown
biased treatment in favour of the right-wing press.129 Earlier, the Hong Kong
government had passed The Control of Publication Consolidation Ordinance
1951, which stipulated that the press had to apply for registration of publica-
tions, and that the governor had the power to accept, reserve or cancel a publica-
tion’s registration depending on its social effect. Also, the ordinance regulated
the media and forbade them to incite others to commit criminal offences, includ-
ing publishing provocative statements, participating in political organisations
outside Hong Kong and publishing fabricated news to disturb public order.130
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In the late 1960s, the Hong Kong government faced an unprecedented chal-
lenge from the pro-communist community in general and the leftist press in
particular. Unlike previous rioting, the protest, which turned into a major distur-
bance, had explicit, anti-colonial objectives. Historians have traced its origins to
the Cultural Revolution in China.131 According to this argument, the militant
Red Guards and other local dissidents, who symbolised the movement, wanted
immediate solutions to what they regarded as long-standing problems, i.e. Hong
Kong’s return to Chinese sovereignty. Indeed, in December 1966, Red Guards in
Macau rendered the government there virtually impotent and essentially
achieved their goal of control in January 1967. So it was suggested that in
March 1967, communists in Hong Kong had begun to attempt the same thing.132

According to historians, the background to the demonstrations and riots in
Hong Kong were largely pro-CCP labour disputes, which started in March 1967,
in a shipping company, four taxi companies, a textile factory, a cement factory
and the Hong Kong artificial flower works.133 All the companies concerned had a
substantial number of communist supporters in the workforce. The unions that
took up their cause were all members of the Federation of Trade Unions, which
had strong links with Peking. However, the disturbances have not been analysed
by looking, in particular, at British foreign policy, which might throw some light
on the role the British played in provoking those involved and intensifying the
situation.

According to British analysis, this protest-turned-disturbance was not insti-
gated by Peking, but by local communists. It was this assessment of the level of
Chinese involvement that largely guided the decisions of the Hong Kong
Government. With regards to the situation in early 1967, the Hong Kong gover-
nor’s preliminary assessment was that it was ‘simply a ferment of the cultural
revolution’.134 He regarded Hong Kong as being in a state of psychological
warfare in which the main weapon of the left was their sustained press campaign
aimed at undermining the morale of the police, as well as discrediting the
government and destroying public confidence in its will and capacity to resist.135

On 13 May 1967, there was serious rioting in Kowloon. Buses were set alight,
government offices were looted and there were other arson cases. On the same
day, the Hong Kong Governor, David Trench, considered that ‘the tone of the
left-wing press, in particular the Chinese People’s Government (CPG)-
controlled semi-official dailies, the Ta Kung Pao and the Wen Wei Po, has
steadily deteriorated over the past week . . . [reaching] the level of vituperation
of yesterday’s editorials.’136 He considered there were grounds for prosecution
of both papers, either for seditious publication under section 4 of the Sedition
Ordinance, or for attempts to cause disaffection in the police under section 62 of
the Police Force Ordinance, or both.

However, there were concerns that prosecutions might fail to prove an ade-
quate deterrent or achieve any real improvement, even if they resulted in convic-
tions. The risk was that the prosecutions would be strongly contested, and
provide undesirable opportunities for political propaganda. The incident of 1952
confirmed this worry.137 In that case, the Hong Kong government used the
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stringent 1951 ordinance to prosecute the publisher and the editor of Ta Kung
Pao. The paper was then suspended for six months. The paper was fined after
the appeal, but later all the charges were dropped following the intervention of
the Chinese Premier, Chou En-lai. Thus, the Hong Kong government envisaged
that any attempt to prosecute or to suppress those left-wing papers in 1967
would result in similar formal protests from Peking, even though there was no
evidence at that time to suggest that the CPG had changed its policy towards
Hong Kong or desired to ‘rock the boat’. The Hong Kong Governor, David
Trench, wrote to the Secretary of State:

I am reluctant to take overt action against the left-wing press, if it can be
avoided, since it would involve a direct confrontation from which retreat on
either side would be very difficult. Equally there are limits to what can be
tolerated without risk of an irretrievable loss of public confidence and abdi-
cation of authority on Macau lines.138

The governor was worried that the situation would in effect put them in pawn to
the Chinese, and turn Hong Kong into a second Macau, where the communists
had made the Portuguese government impotent after disturbances in late 1966.
In the meantime, Trench continued to make use of intermediaries and face-
saving tactics in an attempt to de-escalate the situation. However, their discus-
sions with left-wing contacts had not yielded any progress towards an acceptable
settlement. By late May the situation had deteriorated to such a degree that the
Hong Kong governor considered various new measures. On 22 May, people
tried to demonstrate outside Government House. They were thwarted by the
police, and serious clashes occurred between police and demonstrators in
Garden Road. On 1 June, Emergency Regulations were introduced forbidding
the display of wall posters that were largely anti-colonial slogans. According to
the FCO exchanges,

An important feature has been the continuous broadcasting from the Bank
of China of incitements to violence against government and Europeans
generally, including such slogans as ‘Kill Trench’, ‘Police turn your
weapons (i.e. against your officers)’. The pro-communist press is giving full
and approving accounts of violent action by demonstrators and calling for
their extension.139

The key to the situation, according to the Hong Kong governor, was the mainte-
nance of public confidence and especially police morale. He observed that there
were signs that unless ‘we are seen to take effective action to control the situ-
ation, instead of simply acting to block individual communist initiatives, public
confidence will slip. A landslide could quickly follow.’140 In the face of an esca-
lating challenge to colonial rule, various new measures were considered by the
governor to deal with the situation.141 First, it was suggested that a selection of
the known leaders of the present left-wing campaign should be picked up and if
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possible deported, failing which they should be detained for up to 24 hours. The
disruption of the leadership was regarded as a distinct and positive gain, at least
in the short term.

Second, action to neutralise several of the buildings from which the campaign
was being directed (notably the Bank of China, the Communist-controlled Fed-
eration of Trade Union headquarters, and the Workers’ Club) was proposed.
This could be achieved, for instance, by declaring 24-hour curfews in areas
around the buildings, or possibly declaring them closed areas under the Public
Order Ordinances. It was envisaged that that would seriously hamper the com-
munist leadership in their control and development of anti-government opera-
tions, as they would be bottled up in their existing headquarters and cut off from
outside contacts. At the very least, it was foreseen that it would disrupt their
communications, because government could pick up all their couriers. Thus the
communist leaders might eventually have to move to other premises where it
would be easier for government to keep them under closer surveillance.

Third, the British official also considered taking action against the Wen Wei
Po, the official CPG organ in Hong Kong, for either sedition or inciting the
police to disaffection. This course was abandoned because it might provoke the
Chinese authorities. However, to the British, the worrying thing about not taking
action against these ‘worst offenders’ among the communist press was that the
paper was daily in breach of the law. If the Hong Kong authorities continued to
ignore this, it might well be taken as a sign of weakness. Furthermore, there
were eight other communist newspapers that could all continue the campaign
unless similar action was taken against them.

Fourth, it was suggested that the commando ship BULWARK should be
brought on a visit to Hong Kong. Though it would take three and a half days for
BULWARK to reach Hong Kong, it was envisaged that her presence there
would strengthen public and police morale. The concern was that if there were a
prolonged crisis, the worst of all possible situations for Hong Kong would be
that ‘morale would tend to deteriorate rapidly, capital would depart, and the
effect on the economy could be irreparable’.142 In order to avoid this situation,
Governor Trench suggested there was a choice between accepting a substantial
loss of face and authority on the part of the British Hong Kong government, on
the one hand, and taking initiatives against the left-wing on the other. For
instance, he suggested taking legal action against the communist newspaper,
arresting key left-wing leaders and deporting them to China. Although the Gov-
ernor foresaw that that would likely provoke China and an ‘all-out confronta-
tion’ would result, he preferred to use repressive measures.

However, the Secretary of State adopted a different opinion to that of the
governor on this matter. While the Secretary of State endorsed the paramount
need to maintain internal security, he cautioned against involving the CPG:143

It would be wiser to avoid action against their ‘officials’ in the New China
News Agency [the de facto Chinese Embassy in Hong Kong], Bank of
China [the official finance institute] and China Resources Company [mainly
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in charge of the export of staple food to Hong Kong] if at all possible, since
this would make it the more difficult for them to disengage from a policy of
all-out confrontation.144

By July 1967, the Hong Kong police had taken offensive actions against com-
munists, raiding premises, seizing weapons and detaining suspects.145 Among
those detainees, there were journalists from the left-wing press.146 The aim was
to use them as ‘political pawns’ to be exchanged with China for British hostages
such as Anthony Grey, Reuter’s Peking correspondent. Ironically, Grey was put
under house arrest by the Chinese authorities in retaliation for the sentencing of
Hsueh Ping, a New China News Agency reporter, to two years’ imprisonment in
Hong Kong. While the Hong Kong governor returned to London on sick leave
and to discuss important matters concerning Hong Kong, a team of four senior
officials was set up to administer Hong Kong from late June to September
1967.147

In the meantime, the Acting Governor in Hong Kong, Michael Gass, con-
tinued his action against the communist press. In order to silence dissenting
voices, a substantial fine was imposed for breaching a ban on inflammatory art-
icles printed in a communist broadsheet. It was aimed at putting this ‘mosquito
[broadsheet] out of business and sow seeds of doubt in the minds of other
editors’.148 In late July, as the stringent measures failed to stop the protest, and
there was a flood of criticism and challenge from the communist press, the
Acting Governor started lobbying London to give him more power to take
further action against the communist press. ‘The press is now one of the commu-
nists’ few remaining weapons still intact . . . the main driving force behind the
confrontation.’149

The Acting Governor admitted that there were risks in acting against the
press, so he proposed refraining from acting against the three leading papers
with an aggregate circulation of 140,000 that were to all intents and purposes
CPG-owned. Instead, he suggested that it would be possible to act initially
against only the six independently-owned and pro-communist newspapers with
an aggregate circulation of 270,000. The Acting Governor was of the firm view
that, provided the official New China News Agency were not touched, it seemed
possible that Peking might not be provoked into any retaliation against Hong
Kong. He considered that the first move should be made against selected
independent papers. This should reduce the chances of Peking reaction and
might curb the activities of the leading communist newspapers.150 Officials in
London were not only doubtful about the tactics, but also reluctant to virtually
turn off the ‘safety valve’ that the communist press represented. Yet, after a vig-
orous exchange and negotiation, the Acting Governor had his way. The Secret-
ary of State finally issued a go-ahead note on 4 August 1967: ‘Your proposal to
proceed against selected independent communist papers under existing law is
approved.’151

That was the beginning of a clampdown on the communist press. As a result,
the three Chinese-language newspapers – Tin Fung Daily News, Hong Kong
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Evening News and Afternoon News – were ordered to suspend publication
pending court proceedings against five of their publishers, printers and editors
who were arrested on 9 August 1967. The five were charged with alleged viola-
tion of laws against sedition, inflammatory reports and spread of false reports. In
the meantime, the ‘defiant edition’, a combined edition of the three papers that
was handed free to morning rush-hour passers-by, demanded the immediate
release of the five men. Other pro-Peking newspapers also carried a joint state-
ment issued by fourteen communist publications and printing houses condemn-
ing the suspension order and demanding its immediate withdrawal.

The above action by the Hong Kong authorities led to the delivery of a note
by the CPG to the British Chargé-d’Affaires’ Office in Peking on 20 August
1967. This note demanded that the British authorities should, within 48 hours,
cancel the ban on the three suspended papers; declare all those arrested innocent
and set them free; and call off the lawsuits against the other newspapers
involved.152 But the British paid no heed to this note. More and more journalists
were detained and arrested in Hong Kong, and some British officials feared that
the deterioration of the situation in Hong Kong would adversely affect the
Peking office and Anthony Grey, Reuter’s correspondent in Peking. Indeed, the
deterioration of the Hong Kong situation had in the past triggered Chinese retali-
ation against the British missions in Shanghai and Peking. Following the suspen-
sion of the three newspapers, single sheet pamphlets started to appear, totalling
150 different titles, reproducing items from the main newspapers. They were
widely distributed free, including a large number by post to government officers.
The Hong Kong authorities at first attached little importance to these new style
‘Mosquito’ broadsheets as lacking authority and being of limited distribution
and appeal, and so a rather poor substitute for suppressed papers. However, on
28 August 1967 at least one named six prominent personalities as targets for
assassination. After that, the Hong Kong authorities decided that their use as a
means of indicating assassination targets and issuing terrorist warnings changed
the situation.

Although those suspended newspapers were regarded as having been care-
fully selected for the purpose as being minor and independently-owned papers
(i.e. not CPG-owned or funded) and as being less likely therefore to provoke
reaction from Peking, the suspension of the three papers led directly to the
sacking of the British Mission in Peking on 22 August 1967. British diplomats
and their families in Peking were intimidated, and their personal security and
movement were restricted. Therefore, in late August, the Hong Kong Acting
Governor changed his mind and reported to London: ‘We are, as you know,
steering clear for as long as we are able, of taking action to suspend any of the
main Communist papers for fear of reprisals in Peking.’153

However, when the Hong Kong Governor, David Trench, returned from
London to resume office, he did not wait too long to start another round of
action against the press. In October 1967, the Hong Kong government sought
London’s approval to take action against the Youth Garden Weekly. With a cir-
culation estimated to be in the region of 1,500, this independently owned youth
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weekly was alleged to be ‘urging its readers to fight against the police, attempt-
ing to stir up hatred to those who support the government and generally inciting
to disaffection.’154 The Hong Kong government was prepared to arrest the pub-
lisher and also a proprietor of the printing company and charged both with
several counts of sedition. An interim closure of the printing press was also
sought.155

Divergence of opinion within the British Government

As mentioned earlier, Hong Kong was the central issue in relations between
Britain and China. However, there had always been a divergence of opinion
within the British government as to how to better the Sino-British relationship
in general and as regards to solving the 1967 disturbances. As early as mid-
May of 1967, the Commonwealth Office had suggested that it seemed clear
that the trouble was not instigated by the CPG, but derived, partly at least,
from management-labour relations at the plastic flower plants involved. Also,
since the Hong Kong Governor had described the situation as one of psycho-
logical warfare, the British officials in London wondered whether it would be
possible to present the affair as having the ‘character and proportions of a
normal trade dispute’ rather than a political matter by arranging for a London
official to fly to Hong Kong to assist the Hong Kong labour commissioner.156

The Commonwealth Office hoped that might give the left wing a face-saving
excuse for turning the pressure off and generally de-escalating.157 In the mean-
time, a former Junior Minister at the Trade Ministry made a similar point after
paying a visit to Hong Kong, ‘the Hong Kong government, without any ques-
tion, should set up a strong labour department with some people who are trusted
by both sides.’158

Moreover, when the acting Hong Kong Governor telegrammed London for
approval to take action against the communist press, officials based in London
disagreed with this approach:

As the acting governor says, the press is now one of the communists’ few
remaining weapons left intact, it could be argued that it provides a safety
valve and that if this safety valve were turned off, it might well cause com-
munist elements to turn to even more extreme measures than they have so
far adopted.159

Another doubted whether moving first against selected independently owned
newspapers would curb the activities of leading Communist papers because

a dangerous situation would arise if the leading communist press were to
continue to publish virulent and inflammatory material with apparent
impunity. . . . If we start action against the communist press now we shall
almost certainly have to be prepared to act equally firmly, and soon, against
CPG-owned press, or face possible humiliating setback.160
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However, the Acting Governor argued: ‘There is just a chance that action
against the lesser papers might provide the bigger ones with an acceptable
excuse for moderating their tone if the alternative were likely to be
suppression.’161 Since the Acting Governor was determined that the time had
come to clamp down on the press, the Colonial Secretary could only accept his
urgent proposals.

Yet, after half a year of head-on confrontation a British official in Hong Kong
finally admitted that the escalation of the 1967 disturbances was largely due to
British suppression of the press. Tony Elliot, in the political adviser’s office in
Hong Kong, said: ‘The experience of the last six months has shown that interfer-
ence with the press produces more violent reactions than anything else, from the
moderate as well as the militants.’162 Also, according to the report compiled by
the Special Branch of the Hong Kong Police on the pros and cons of moving
against the communist press, there was still a divergence of opinion locally
regarding the measures against the communist press. Two days later, however,
and contrary to the Special Branch’s recommendation, Governor David Trench
reasserted his position that further action needed to be taken against the three
remaining non-CPG owned but pro-communist newspapers.163 This time,
because of enormous external pressure and the sharp reaction by China to the
closure of the three newspapers in August, the Commonwealth Office objected
to the governor’s proposal, saying

if action [against the Communist schools] were to be taken in conjunction
with action against the press, China would be certain to regard this as a two-
pronged attack on the propagation of communist ideological thought and
react violently.164

In fact, there was an on-going negotiation on whether further action should be
taken against the communist press. It was felt that simultaneous action against
all six remaining papers would achieve the maximum effect, but could be
expected to draw the strongest reaction from China. Therefore Special Branch
recommended the prosecution of those responsible for publishing, printing and
editing the other three non-CPG owned papers, i.e. Ching Po, Hong Kong Com-
mercial Daily and Cheng Wu Pao, with a view to obtaining the closure of these
journals.165 In the end, this proposal was abandoned because of lack of support
from London, as well as out of concern for British hostages and the London
Mission in Peking.

Indeed, the British Mission in Peking continued to urge the Hong Kong
government to consider adopting flexibility in granting detainees’ remission so
as to secure the freedom of British subjects. One year after the disturbances in
Hong Kong, the strained relations between the British and the Chinese continued
to cause problems in Peking. Reuters’ Peking correspondent, Anthony Grey,
was still under house arrest and the free movement of members of the office of
the Chargé d’Affaires and their families was restricted. Sir Donald Hopson in
the Peking Office wrote to the London office: ‘I hope that consideration will be
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given to amending rules to allow greater remission. This . . . may be the only
means of ensuring Grey’s release before September 1969 . . . [and] to facilitate a
return to normal working relations with China.’166 Yet, the Hong Kong Governor
was more concerned that the Chinese might take advantage of any adverse pub-
licity that accompanied remission. ‘A major difficulty about releasing prisoners
to China [is that such a course is] heavily dependent on Chinese good faith. If
any prisoners were released prematurely they would be almost certain to publi-
cise the facts . . . [and claim a public victory],’ the Governor said.167

This dispute also attracted intervention from British officials stationed else-
where. As Anthony Grey would expect to regain his freedom when the last of the
news workers imprisoned in Hong Kong in 1967 had been released, a British diplo-
mat based in America suggested: ‘Would it be a good idea to . . . encourage the
[Hong Kong] Governor . . . [to authorise] a premature release if it could be regarded
as a gesture of accommodation rather than an act of weakness.’168 This discrepancy
of views between British officials based in London and Hong Kong continued until
more and more public pressure emerged from both home and the colony.

The China factor

China’s attitude was also instrumental in shaping changing Sino-British rela-
tions. The Chinese People’s Government (CPG) was established in 1949, and
the British Government accorded recognition to the CPG on 6 January 1950.
However, since the British had representatives in Tamsui in Taiwan, they could
not have official ties with China. Therefore, the British and Chinese maintained
minimal contact except on issues concerning Hong Kong. ‘Hong Kong was, and
always had been, a natural place for the Chinese to make difficulties for HMG
[Her Majesty’s Government] whenever they felt like it.’169

The imposition of immigration controls, which had begun as early as May
1950, triggered incessant border disputes between the Hong Kong police and
Chinese people on the border with China. Some of the incidents were politically
motivated. For instance, demonstrations by mainland Chinese were organised on
the Chinese side of the frontier at Lowu, Man Kam To and Sha Tau Kok,
following British and American intervention in the Middle East.170 A few inci-
dents, in fact, were due to misunderstandings; others were simply due to igno-
rance. For instance, in the ‘blackboard’ incident, British soldiers took away a
blackboard from a Chinese. The Chinese were infuriated because Chairman Mao
Tse-tung was referred to on the blackboard. Local Chinese reacted fiercely and
demanded the return of the blackboard, and this turned into a border conflict.
British officials in London later reviewed this incident and concluded that the
border soldier should have been more sensitive. If the blackboard had been
returned earlier, then one major dispute between the Chinese and the British
could have been avoided.171 With regards to Chinese protests against border
control on the British frontier, public opinion within the colony was manipulated
by the press. The British arguments were, first, that restrictions on border move-
ment were not new – they had been imposed between 1950 and 1952; second,
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the limited space of Hong Kong’s physical environment was emphasised and it
was said that border controls were necessary to ensure the health, safety and
welfare of local people.172

Apart from these escalating tensions and conflicts on the frontier, the Hong
Kong government also felt that communist influence on Hong Kong ideology
had been accelerating. From the British perspective, the Chinese government
was exerting its influence through cultural exchanges, communist-run schools,
the left-wing press, films and movies, trade unions and by helping the poor by
giving out free rice, for example.173 While Chinese officials sent diplomatic
notes to the British government regarding border incidents, the British protested
against intimidation of, and restrictions on, her diplomats and subjects.
However, even when relations were at their worst, neither side terminated their
diplomatic links, which, as stated above, were based on mutual interests.

For the same reason, a Hong Kong government official tried to persuade the
Americans to lift their ban on communist cinemas on the grounds that letting
communist-controlled cinemas run United States movies would have an anti-
communist effect on local culture. The political adviser of the Hong Kong
authorities noted:

I feel that the more American, British, French and other non-Communist
films that are shown in the Colony the better, and if an owner with strong
Communist connections, like Ho Yin,174 is prepared to show them, he
should not be prevented. In practice, if not by design, the showing of non-
communist films in Hong Kong is a joint propaganda effort – even if the
films are punk they keep out communist ones.175

Indeed, American policy was so restrictive towards the communists that even
the American news agencies were forbidden to provide news to the Chinese
government-funded newspaper in Hong Kong. ‘The question of the supply of
A.P. [Associated Press] and U.P. [United Press] material to the Communist
newspapers in Hong Kong had been decided on similar grounds’ – that was, ‘to
enforce Treasury rules on designated persons, who must be given no gratuitous
chances to earn U.S. dollars’.176

Furthermore, theatrical productions, for example, from mainland China were
regarded as ‘offensives’. The Hong Kong government was worried that they
would have such a cumulative effect on the Hong Kong people that these kinds
of ‘cultural manifestations’ were limited to two groups per year. The policy was
so restrictive that even London was alarmed and questioned whether Hong Kong
was doing the right thing.

A policy quite so limiting and inflexible as you propose . . . [is] reminiscent
of the most severe ‘cold war measures’ . . . A precise annual limitation (and
to such a low number as two) strikes precisely the same uncompromising
attitude as we object to in the CPG’s handling of cultural relations with the
West.177
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Thus, the Hong Kong government was asked by London to consider a softening
of policy. However, a Hong Kong official rejected this request arguing that
Hong Kong was a special case and politically sensitive:

It is not in our interests that the CPG should have things all their own way
in this field, nor do we wish to see rivalry in it between Peking and Taipei
intensified . . . Hong Kong is in some ways in a permanent cold war situ-
ation and cannot always apply the same standards as is possible in countries
less delicately situated.178

Tension thus developed between London and Hong Kong over censorship of
communist cultural material. Furthermore, British film censors in the period
1957–1959 banned 72 Chinese films and censored 27, including one in which
the sentence ‘Now the country [China] has been liberated everyone can have a
free life’ was deleted.179 The Association of Chinese Cinema workers protested
that this was ‘discriminating’ against Chinese films, while ‘Hong Kong British
authorities permitted to be shown many United States films and newsreels which
slandered and were hostile towards China’.180

In addition, the Hong Kong government used legislation and other measures
to curb the CPG’s influence through education. For example, they introduced
Education Ordinances, which gave the Hong Kong government the right to ban
political activities in schools. Communist-run schools were not allowed to
display Chairman Mao Tse-tung’s pictures, and no communist teaching was
allowed in schools.181 In the late 1960s, the number of communist-run schools as
a proportion of the total number of middle schools in Hong Kong was only 2.5
per cent. However, the total number of students studying in these schools had
reached the highest level so far.182 When Chung Wah Middle School was
ordered to shut down, 33 communist schools closed for a day in protest against
the Hong Kong government’s suppression, affecting 10,000 pupils in total.183

The fact that the communists were exerting influence through schools
alarmed London, which demanded that the Hong Kong government change this
situation. One issue they suggested should be exploited is reflected in the
following question: ‘Are we right in thinking that the low standard of academic
achievement at these schools is generally well-known and is being well-
exploited by Government Information Services whenever opportunity offers?’184

A. F. Maddocks, from the political adviser’s office in Hong Kong, replied that
he could assure the Foreign Office that their publicity machine was very con-
scious of the advantage of exploiting the poor academic achievement of the
communist schools, though he did not have the impression that their publicity
efforts had much success with communist parents.185 In connection with this, it
was recommended that more government or government-subsidised schools
should be built in order to encourage communist sympathiser parents to send
their children to government-funded schools. Activities that might have political
implications, such as communist-flag flying, were to be banned in communist-
run schools.186 The Hong Kong Government was determined that the law should
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be enforced. For example, there had been a number of incidents that resulted in
the banishment of Parker To, the Principal of Pui Kiu Middle School. The
Government also withdrew aid from the Nairn Road Workers’ Children’s school
for persistent breaches of the regulations. They cancelled the registration of the
society of Plantation, and closed many unregistered schools operated by the
communists. Other examples of law enforcement included the prohibition of a
mass physical education display, and the prosecution of a number of schools for
offences under the Building Ordinance.187

Unsurprisingly, British officials were also critical of Hong Kong’s handling
of communist educators. With regards to the decision to allow Ng Hon Man,
another communist follower and teacher, to succeed Parker To as Principal of
Pui Kiu Middle School, a London official said: ‘Ng Hon Man is now thought to
be a more important figure in the communist hierarchy than Parker To, yet it
would be more difficult to remove him from his post as Principal now than it
would have been to prevent his appointment in the first place.’188 Under Section
28A(2) of the Education Ordinance, ‘the director may withhold his approval if
he is not satisfied that the person recommended is a fit and proper person to act
as Principal for the purposes of the Ordinance.’189 Despite the disagreement
amongst British officials, Ng continued to act as Principal of Pui Kiu Middle
School, since he had been approved in the first place.

In another incident, the Hong Kong authorities escalated their clampdown on
communist influence by evacuating students of Chung Wah Middle School, a
communist-run school, and pulled it down after the School had an explosion in
their laboratory. Although the School was allowed to re-open, and students were
re-allocated to a new school building, the demolition of a communist-run school
provoked vigorous resistance from communist sympathisers. For instance, the
Far Eastern Economic Review published articles criticising the Hong Kong
government for closing down the school.190

In addition, at the peak of the confrontation in 1967, in order to curb commu-
nist influence, the Hong Kong government adopted a series of measures to
manipulate public opinion and in turn to contain the CPG’s influence on ideo-
logical grounds. A Hong Kong working group was set up in London, whose
expertise could be drawn upon, while a publicity office was established specifi-
cally to coordinate press briefings and surveillance by sending regular press
releases, making publicity films and pamphlets. They also helped to record
violent activities by left-wing camps, and organised cooperative action with the
administrative secretary at a district level.191 In this connection, an obscure
organisation – the LIC – used intelligence surveillance on the movement of left-
wing leaders and scrutinised the activities of communist schools and organisa-
tions. For instance, Fei Yi-man, the publisher of the CPG-owned daily, Ta Kung
Pao, was identified as an active member of the prestigious Country Club, appar-
ently leading a capitalist lifestyle that was contrary to his claim to be a socialist.
This press leak was meant to expose Fei’s scandalous behaviour.192

Apart from using severe measures to clamp down on ideological influences,
the Hong Kong government adopted coercive measures to threaten Communist
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followers and sympathisers. For instance, the Hong Kong government con-
sidered restricting the free movement of left-wing leaders. One idea under
consideration at that time was either: ‘1) To refuse to allow selected New China
News Agency and newspaper officials now in China to return; or 2) to refuse to
renew the visas of some of those here when they run out.’193 The type of person
against whom this action might be contemplated included Li Tze-chung, the
managing director of the Communist-run daily, Hong Kong Wen Wei Po, and Li
Chung, the editor-in-chief of New China News Agency. According to British
intelligence, both of them had gone back to the mainland for some time. The
intention behind taking such action was to discourage other communists from
making short trips to China and from going to Shenzhen, the Special Economic
Zone neighbouring Hong Kong, to telephone Canton (Guangzhou) for instruc-
tion from the communist leadership.194

In other cases, the Hong Kong government quietly sent back unwelcome
Chinese to the mainland. The Hong Kong government saw the latter measure as
being less provocative than political deportation, because it would probably help
Chinese ‘face-saving’.195 In the summer of 1967, the unprecedented anti-colonial
disturbances broke out. The Hong Kong governor concluded that the communist
press was the provocative force behind the disturbances, and he needed to take
action against this enemy. A purge of newspapers and journalists began.

Differences among British offices

Although British policy on China and Hong Kong was generally consistent, at
times there existed a more liberal faction that helped to weaken the illiberal
policy in Hong Kong. In fact, differences of opinion within the British offices
concerning how to deal with China can be traced back to the early twentieth
century when there was a revolutionary movement going on in China. Hong
Kong at that time was left to deal directly with the Canton government, which
was controlled by the nationalist Kuomintang (KMT) party, on a daily basis.
Apart from practicality, the unique circumstances of the Colonial Office also
enhanced the autonomy of the Hong Kong government. For instance, the posi-
tion of Secretary of State was usually a stepping-stone for diplomatic officials.
During the first half of the twentieth century, therefore, many Secretaries of
State worked less than eighteenth months and very few completed the term of
three years.196 Therefore, by tradition and the very nature of the job, the Hong
Kong Governor had in general a lot of autonomy in carrying out his duties in
Hong Kong.

The Hong Kong Government was able to maintain a kind of precarious
balance, partly because of an understanding that China’s long-term policy was to
make use of Hong Kong as a trading port.197 So the British need not worry that
China was in any hurry to reclaim Hong Kong. For example, the Chinese atti-
tude was conveyed to the Hong Kong public through an official meeting with
communist supporters. When a delegation of Hong Kong ethnic Chinese repre-
sentatives went to visit Peking in the early 1960s, they received instructions
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from the Chinese government through Liu Shing Chi, Chairman of the CPG
Overseas Chinese Affairs Commission. ‘The present status of Hong Kong is to
our benefit,’ Liu told them, ‘through Hong Kong we can trade and contact
people of other countries and obtain materials we badly need. For this reason,
we have hitherto made no demand for the return of Hong Kong. We want to get
back Hong Kong in a good state and not in a state of ruin.’198 However, from the
perspective of the Hong Kong authorities, the story was rather different. Accord-
ing to Murray MacLehose, an official in the political adviser’s office of the
Hong Kong government:199

I found it hard to consider Chinese policy on Hong Kong in isolation, and I
should have thought that present calm could easily be disturbed, and dis-
turbed quickly, if there was any overall change in Chinese external policy,
or even a change in their assessment of the usefulness of the role HMG is
playing in international affairs.200

Differences between the British Trade Commission and the Hong
Kong Government

These differences between British offices added another dimension to the main-
tenance of Hong Kong’s political stability. Hegemonic control sometimes got
split between Hong Kong and London and British officials in Peking. Control of
dissent within Hong Kong could not be relaxed even though this course of
action might act against British policy towards China. While the Hong Kong
authorities’ primary concern was law and order within the colony, the concern
of trade officials was economically oriented, and they were sensitive to anything
that might damage Sino-British trade.201 The Foreign Office in London believed
the tension between officials representing London interests and those represent-
ing Hong Kong interests was due to the fundamental structure and strains inher-
ent in a highly sophisticated and flourishing economy governed by a colonial
constitution.202 The tension between the British Trade Commission and the local
government was apparent on the many occasions when trade officials were
approached by left-wing organisations such as the Chinese Chamber of Com-
merce and the Marco Polo Club, which were formed by Chinese communist
lawyers and businessmen, who either did business with China or were Commu-
nist followers themselves. Trade officials assessed invitations from the Chinese
side, from a diplomatic point of view, as representing to some extent a thaw in
their relations with the Chinese in the aftermath of the 1967 disturbances. For
instance, a trade officer in Hong Kong noted:

To turn them down would be tantamount to a rebuff and be altogether
unhelpful if our policy is to try to improve relations. On the other hand, I
have been given clearly to understand by the Hong Kong government, at the
highest levels, that my presence at such crypto-communist functions would
be viewed very unfavourably.203
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The main reason for that attitude was that the Chinese government had been
under the impression that there was a dichotomy of policy towards China as
between the British government and the Hong Kong government. In view of the
fact that the Chinese authorities appeared to be determined to cultivate the Trade
Commission, the Senior Commissioner wrote to seek clarification whether ‘the
British Government felt that in the general interest of better UK relations with
China [these] approaches should be encouraged or whether in the context of
special conditions of Hong Kong they should be refused.’204 After several
exchanges, and negotiation between London and Hong Kong, it was agreed that
the Trade Commission was free to develop contacts. Still, Maddocks, the polit-
ical adviser to the Hong Kong Government, raised a series of questions as to
what could be done to improve Hong Kong/London relations: whether the Trade
Commission in Hong Kong should become more visible with bigger quasi-
diplomatic missions, or whether there should be an exercise of restraint over
time.205 An official of the Hong Kong Department, Foreign and Commonwealth
Office (FCO), replied: ‘More visits could certainly help to paper over the cracks
. . . but if this (quasi-diplomatic mission) is a reference to the British Trade Com-
missioner’s office in Hong Kong, then I would almost certainly not support the
idea.’ The reason was:

[The] relation between that office and the Hong Kong Government would
hardly be described as cordial. The strained relations between Hong Kong
and London are, I suggest, due to the fundamental structure and strains
inherent in a situation where a highly sophisticated and economically flour-
ishing territory has to be governed under a Crown Colony Constitution.
Hong Kong is a contradiction in terms.206

Thus, the Hong Kong government’s repressive efforts were sometimes weak-
ened by the more liberal factions within the British government, with whom the
Chinese government could negotiate.

Tension amongst British officials

Apart from differences between London representatives and the Hong Kong
authorities, British officials based in Peking also tended to have their own views
on China, which might not be agreeable to the Hong Kong government. This
was because in case of a Sino-British dispute, British representatives would, at
best, be summoned to, and reprimanded by, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; and,
at worst, be the first casualty in the frontline. For instance, the Chargé
d’Affaires’ office in Peking was sacked on 22 August 1967 by the Chinese Red
Guard in retaliation for Hong Kong’s suppression of the communist press.
Besides, the British official mission in China was to enhance British trade.

I was surprised to learn . . . that the Colonial Secretary had warned Kenneth
Blackwell [the Senior British Trade Commissioner in Hong Kong] . . . I find
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it hard to believe that any damage would be done to the interests of Hong
Kong by commercial contacts of this sort . . . I should be glad if in due
course you could let us know whether you have been able to remedy this
seemingly absurd situation which is damaging to Sino/British trade.207

In another incident, the Peking Office complained that, as front-line officers,
they had not been furnished with sufficient political news concerning events
such as the death of a Hong Kong trade union leader in prison, and the sub-
sequent line adopted by local communists. They believed their task in Peking
had been made difficult by their ignorance of these facts. The officer said: ‘This
is a serious case and has an obvious bearing on the position of detained British
subjects: I must therefore repeat my request that in matters of this sort I should
be left fully and promptly informed.’208

This showed that differences existed within the British offices that later on
intensified because each office represented different interests. These differences,
however, also served as a restraining force, counterbalancing some of the illib-
eral acts of the Hong Kong government. It was in this context that the British
representatives in Peking came to the conclusion that ‘Hong Kong is the prime
element in Sino-British relations’.209 Thus they tended to press for de-escalation
and an easing-off of the strained relations between China and Hong Kong and
urged that there should be a continuous review of sentences of prisoners con-
victed in the 1967 disturbances. For this reason, they repeatedly urged London
to ‘steer the Hong Kong Governor away from injudicious policies’ during the
late 1960s to early 1970s.210 Another reason was simply personal. During the
peak of the confrontation, the movement of diplomatic officers and their families
from both sides was restricted. Because of this, British officials in Peking rec-
ommended that London should take initiatives to untangle events in Peking from
the separate problem of Hong Kong.

This rigid policy, though occasionally countered by more liberal notions, was
getting nowhere, but it continued for more than two years. Thus, a Foreign
Office representative put the blame on the stubbornness of the Foreign Secret-
ary, which had served to worsen Sino-British relations. Percy Cradock, the
former acting Chargé d’Affaires at the Peking office, noted:

By jibbing over the NCNA [New China News Agency, the de facto Chinese
embassy in Hong Kong] visas, London had missed the point . . . then in
April there came an intervention from on high, George Brown resigned and
was replaced as Foreign Secretary by Michael Stewart . . . our recommenda-
tions on tactics were approved . . . I fear that officials were also to blame: he
[George Brown] was wrong-headed, but also wrongly advised.211

According to Michael Stewart, the then Foreign Secretary: Britain’s long-term
view towards China was behind the decision not to give concessions and release
political detainees prematurely ‘purely because of [the situation in] Hong
Kong’.212
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Elite and public opinion

Elite and local public opinion also acted as opposing forces to colonial control,
although some of the quality newspapers, such as Ming Pao Daily News and
South China Morning Post, maintained either an anti-communist or a pro-British
position regarding the industrial dispute and later the disturbances in 1967. Alas-
tair Hetherington, editor of the British newspaper, the Guardian, described
Hong Kong’s system of Government as ‘an anachronism’ after a brief visit
there. He also advocated the introduction of representative government. South
China Morning Post (SCMP) quoted him as saying ‘the fact that you have a situ-
ation where 4m [million] people enjoy virtually no rights as regards representa-
tion in Government is a bad reflection on Britain.’213 While admitting that the
question of self-government in Hong Kong was beset with difficulties, he
stressed that ‘it is important to avoid anything that will bring to a crisis the ten-
sions between pro-Communist and pro-Nationalist elements among the Chinese
people here, and to avoid anything that could give rise to racial or political dis-
turbances, but one cannot get away from the fact that it is time representative
government was evolved.’214 The criticism, in fact, came immediately before the
major industrial dispute of early May 1967, which later triggered territory-wide
disturbances.

SCMP, however, disagreed with the British editor’s opinion. They argued
that Hong Kong politics were different from British politics. Their editorial
argued that the ‘anachronism’ in Hong Kong in fact worked. This stance largely
reflected the fact that at that time the English-language paper was rather pro-
British rule, and satisfied with the status quo.

To many thinking Chinese (who of course constitute the great majority of
the population) it is moreover preferable to the introduction of the kind of
politics of which we have just had a taste at various factory entrances. . . .
Chinese politics is not a matter of polite hair splitting between the policies
of a Liberal, Labour or Conservative Party. It is totally polarised between
Peking and Taiwan and there is no halfway house other than the system of
government now in force in Hongkong [sic] where by preserving the polite
fiction that politics does not exist at all, people of widely varying races, reli-
gions, and political creeds are enabled to live and work together in reason-
able amity and to enjoy standards which may not measure up to those of the
most fully developed Western nations but are certainly high by comparison
with most of the rest of Asia.215

With the escalation of the labour dispute to a large-scale anti-colonial movement,
the Hong Kong government charged five newspaper executives with sedition.
They were Wu Di-chau, director of New Afternoon News Limited, Chak Nuen-fai,
Lee Siu-hung, director of the Nam Cheong printing company (printer of New
Afternoon News, Hong Kong Evening News and Tin Fung Daily News), Poon
Wai-wai, editor of Tin Fung Daily News, and Chan Yim-kuen, publisher of Tin
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Fung Daily News.216 In the meantime, a Government official, speaking in a private
capacity, pressed for a further clampdown on the communist press. I. D. McGre-
gor, assistant Director to the Commerce and Industry department, said he felt that
the Government had been too tolerant towards the left-wing press. ‘It says a great
deal for the Hong Kong government that it has permitted, for instance, certain
newspapers to go on day after day pouring out seditious material and making dam-
aging accusations against those who oppose the leftist[s],’ he added.217

This rhetoric appeared to have prepared the way for more severe measures
against the opposition. Two days later, the Hong Kong court issued an order
against red publications, and three communist newspapers were suspended
following an application from the Director of Public Prosecutions. The three
papers were Tin Fung Daily News, Hong Kong Evening News, and New After-
noon News. The publisher and printer of one of the papers faced court proceed-
ings for an alleged violation of laws against sedition, inflammatory reports and
the spreading of false reports.218

Unsurprisingly, SCMP was at the frontline in support of British action against
the pro-communist press. While the implementation of the Emergency Regula-
tions came under criticism from not only the communist press, but also law lec-
turers,219 the SCMP used the ‘rule of law’ argument to defend British repression.

Absolutism about the rule of law is perhaps too much to hope for in turbu-
lent times. ‘Freedom of the press’, for instance, is a popular topic just now
though no one, apparently, has attempted to homologise the two totally dif-
ferent concepts of this principle now current in the two halves of the exist-
ing world. This contradiction lies at the root of one of Hong Kong’s current
confusions. While newspapers which know and respect the law do not
comment on matters which are ‘sub judice’, other papers which know it but
do not respect it have no hesitation in so doing. . . . To put this in another
way, if this newspaper were to describe some action taken by the legal
authorities as, say, ‘sinful persecution’ it would not expect to make such
comment unscathed.220

SCMP increasingly justified actions against the Communist press on the grounds
of its ‘constant excesses of language’.

The question is, then, whether the rule of law, as it exists here and now, can
be split up in such a way as to permit constant excesses of language and
menacing to go scot free in some cases when in others they would undoubt-
edly be subject to the full and deserved rigours of legal actions.221

These newspapers clearly supported continuing British colonial rule rather than
the return of Hong Kong to Chinese rule. One of the most revealing statements
appeared in another, so-called independent,222 Chinese-language newspaper,
Ming Pao Daily News. In a long essay on the current situation Ming Pao Daily
News made the point that
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[T]he local people were not concerned with how the British authorities gov-
erned Hong Kong – the most important thing was that citizens could breathe
the air of freedom here. . . . Even if the Hong Kong British authorities were
ten times worse, plus many more times unpopular, citizens would choose
colonial freedom rather than Hong Kong Communist domination.223

Their assumption was that colonial freedom was better than communist rule, but
the paper did not go on to discuss whose freedom it was talking about.

In contrast to SCMP, Far Eastern Economic Review (FEER) printed quite a
few articles and commentaries criticising the Hong Kong government’s mal-
treatment of communists in the first place, and its unnecessary ‘provocation’
which did not help to resolve the incident later. For instance, the Hong Kong
government was criticised for not taking a more positive approach to: the ques-
tion of the release of the detainees; the re-employment of the sacked strikers;
and a reappraisal of the sentences imposed by the court. It added,

What is incomprehensible to the outside observer in the present situation is
that the Hong Kong Government appears ready to escalate the struggle. One
of the firmest planks of Hong Kong’s policy vis-à-vis China has been the
guarantee that Communist schools should be allowed to function and that
the Thoughts of Mao could be studied without official interference. . . . Why
therefore after 8 months did the Hong Kong authorities find it necessary to
de-register the Chung Wah Middle School, which was closed after a bomb
had exploded in its laboratory in November last year [1967]?224

FEER queried how much forethought the Hong Kong Government had given to
the political implications of its unexpected initiative against this school. The
Hong Kong government had made it clear that the school could reopen again as
a communist school (with the name and the staff changed), so the journal won-
dered what political advantage could have been gained by this move.225 FEER
further demonstrated the dilemmas inherent in the situation:

Sir David Trench naturally keeps his eyes fixed most firmly on what he
judges to be the requirements of the local political and security situation
while Britain must be concerned to convince Peking that British policy
towards China does not exclude the possibility of conciliation.226

Moreover, FEER argued that what was more perturbing to those who opposed
deregistration was the construction that Peking would put on the closure of
Chung Wah Middle School. The deregistration of the School was announced on
the same day that Sir Donald Hopson, Britain’s most senior diplomat in Beijing,
was allowed to leave China. While an exit visa was no more than a right to
which any diplomat was entitled, the journal argued that ‘Peking’s permission to
allow Sir Donald to leave the country must be seen as a significant gesture of
conciliation towards Britain by the strange standards which Chinese diplomacy
has had to adopt in the Cultural Revolution.’227
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Furthermore, FEER criticised the Hong Kong government for choosing to
ignore the findings of its own Commission of Enquiry into the 1966 riots (i.e.,
before the 1967 disturbances). In its report, the Commission commented on the
public’s worries about the economy and fears of inflation, and on the room for
improvement in labour conditions and wages. It recommended legislation to
improve working conditions, allied with an effort to win ‘the active cooperation
of young people’. But

[T]he government made no discernable effort to accomplish this. Similarly,
the Commission’s conclusion on social conditions in paragraph 502 and 503
were ignored; these pointed to deficiencies and defects in housing, environ-
ment, education and community spirit which fed the undercurrent of sup-
pressed frustrations and resentments.228

Thus, FEER demonstrated itself to be one of the rare critical voices, apart from
the communist press, by advocating reform. It also made no secret of the fact
that it was not particularly supportive of having the incumbent governor, David
Trench, carry on for another year or term and stated: ‘It is not known how long
the Governor will remain in Hong Kong to preside over the process of strength-
ening the community’s ability to withstand troublemakers. The colony has cer-
tainly proved its economic resilience once again; the effort now must be made to
bring other sectors – the social and political ones – up to a level of development
which can balance its economic sophistication.’229

Public opinion and the emergency regulations

Furthermore, 18 months after the disturbances in Hong Kong, there was corre-
spondence in The Times and in Hong Kong newspapers centering on the justifica-
tion and need for keeping the Emergency Regulations in force. This
correspondence sparked off parliamentary interest, as questions were put down for
reply centering largely on the power of detention and the position of the remaining
detainees.230 At a Hong Kong press conference, Percy Cradock, the Acting British
Chargé d’Affaires in Peking, complained about the Chinese treatment of Anthony
Grey. John Rear, a law lecturer at the Hong Kong University Extramural Depart-
ment, wrote a letter to the London Times, suggesting Percy Cradock’s remark was
‘pure hypocrisy’ because some 30 to 40 local Chinese communists were still in
detention following their arrest during the disturbances. The Emergency Regula-
tion in force in Hong Kong empowered Hong Kong’s Colonial Secretary to direct
any person he named to be detained, without trial, for up to one year. The Colonial
Secretary needed to give no reason for ordering a particular person’s detention,
and there was nothing to prevent re-arrest and further detention.231

Rear was not alone in his criticism, but was supported by the legal commun-
ity. After the Hong Kong government had refuted the charge, Henry Litton,
secretary of the Hong Kong Bar Association, wrote to defend and support his
colleagues:
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The Hong Kong government has at present totalitarian powers over the
people of Hong Kong in the form of Emergency Regulation. And in particu-
lar regulation 31 of the Emergency (Principal) Regulation which permits the
Colonial Secretary to detain any person for a period of up to one year
without trial.232

There were also articles in English periodicals analysing the situation. One of
the strongest counter-government arguments concerning the 1967 disturbances
was put forward in a well-researched article written by Andrew Kwok-nang
Li,233 a reporter from Far Eastern Economic Review, who had examined the
records of 100 political prisoners, many of whom he had interviewed.234 Li made
a critical analysis of the nature of the disturbances and referred to one intervie-
wee’s opinion:

If the labour dispute had been dealt with fairly and justly by the Labour
Department, everything would have been fine. Instead the Hong Kong
British sent in the police to deal with a labour dispute, and they beat up
fellow Chinese. The Hilton or Garden Road incident marked a turning
point. Fellow Chinese went to stage an orderly demonstration but they were
beaten up by the cunning police. After this, it became a radical and political
struggle.235

Besides tracing the roots of the unrest, which pointed to social inequality, the
article also examined the disillusionment of Hong Kong youngsters in the
colony. Andrew Li cited the history of one student, with a brilliant academic
record in an outstanding missionary school, so as to throw some light on the
question why young people were attracted to the communist party’s ranks. This
20-year-old was a science student in the lower 6th when he was arrested on a
charge of putting up and distributing inflammatory posters on the school
premises.236 He had printed the material himself, and the posters called on the
students to love their country, China, and rise up in struggle. He said he came
from an ordinary lower middle-class background.

He had always been aware of the injustices in Hong Kong society. He
recalled one incident: a policeman overturned a hawker’s tomatoes and then
stamped on them . . . he has examined things for himself and concluded that
Hong Kong is decadent, a city in which everyone makes money as fast as they
can. Sickened by his view of the colony, he opted for communism and an anti-
government movement.237

Aftermath

As a result of the disturbances in 1967, the left wing press suffered a heavy
blow.238 The communist press, apart from suffering from constant harassment,
detainment and imprisonment, found that circulation had plunged after a brief
surge at the beginning of the disturbances. After three independently owned but
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pro-communist newspapers had been suspended for six months, circulation
dropped even further. The circulation of the communist press after that never
achieved the pre-1967 figures. The communists’ strategy of establishing a few
independent papers was undermined by the exposure of the nature of all nine
pro-communist newspapers during the crisis.239 The once popular communist
papers lost their readership as well as the image they had constructed for them-
selves because first, they exposed their ideological link with the Chinese Com-
munist Party and, second, their business operations suffered in the aftermath of
the disturbances.

In 1969, approximately 250 prisoners were still serving sentences in respect
of alleged offences committed during the disturbances of 1967. Of these,
approximately 130 were sentenced to terms of imprisonment of four years or
more.240 Yet, regulation 31 of the Emergency (Principal) Regulation, which con-
ferred the power of detention, was discontinued on 20 June 1969, together with
a number of other regulations.

However, despite enormous pressure from both London and Hong Kong, the
Hong Kong government refused to grant the premature release of 13 Hong Kong
left-wing journalists in exchange for Anthony Grey, who had been kept in house
arrest for two years, on the grounds that this might be seen as a sign of weak-
ness. After Grey was released, he asked the then Foreign Secretary, Michael
Stewart, if the British Government had believed that the 13 news workers were
themselves likely to instigate fresh rioting. Stewart replied that they were all
‘skilful propagandists’ and it was felt they would possibly have caused new riots
if released.241 Grey then asked what had led to the release of Wong Chak, a left-
wing journalist in Hong Kong, two years early. The Minister said it was thought
at that time it could be done ‘without risk to the situation’. However, the British
Government had not publicly admitted that Wong’s release was connected with
Grey. In response to a campaign urging the British Government to release the
Chinese prisoners in Hong Kong to secure Grey’s freedom, a printed letter was
sent out in May 1969 explaining the reasons why nothing like that was being
done. The Foreign Office letter set out succinctly the official attitude and its
dilemma. It said,

[T]here had been no clear guarantee from the Chinese side. Even if such a
guarantee had been given . . . there are also serious objections to arranging
an exchange of this kind. . . . The well-being of Hong Kong and the welfare
of its people are dependent on continued confidence that the British Govern-
ment will maintain law and order there so that people can go about their
legitimate business unmolested and without fear. If it appeared that by
holding British subjects as hostages the Chinese could influence British
action and policy in Hong Kong, this confidence could well be under-
mined.242

However, in the aftermath, the Hong Kong government realised that there was a
need for social and economic reform. There were several calls for change. For
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example, Elsie Elliot, a Hong Kong Urban Councillor, proposed that Chinese
should be the second official language;243 and the media and senior figures
advocated one day off per week for workers.244 Better communication channels
between the government and ordinary people were set up in the form of district
offices at municipal level; and a new department of Census and Statistics was set
up to assess Hong Kong’s progress.245

Analysis

The anti-colonial movement never succeeded because apparently it was neither
in the Chinese interests nor those of the British. Macau having been brought
under Communist control by force in January 1967, the British were very aware
of the risk that they would lose Hong Kong in a similar fashion. However,
British judgement at the time was that local communists did not have the full
support of the Chinese central government, though at times local communists in
Hong Kong were allegedly subsidised by Beijing.246 Despite the fact that Beijing
was unhappy with ‘British atrocities towards Chinese compatriots’, there was no
call for a return of Hong Kong even at the worst time. Nevertheless, the Hong
Kong administration, having finally understood that they were following the
wrong strategy, adopted a series of social and economic reforms in the aftermath
of the disturbances in order to rule Hong Kong in a relatively civilised manner,
though without democratic representation.

Conclusion

In short, the 1967 disturbances fully demonstrated that the so-called free press of
Hong Kong was not in fact autonomous. On the one hand, the British govern-
ment acted in a repressive fashion during the late 1960s. Its policy on China and
Hong Kong was largely guided by its general foreign policy, which at the time
was intended to retain British imperial influence while simultaneously following
a policy of decolonisation. On the other hand, British policy-makers had to take
into account the effect of Chinese reaction, trying to avoid a head-on confronta-
tion while launching a purge on the Hong Kong communist press. British
attempts to control dissenting voices were further obstructed by differences
existing within the British government, and also by liberal elite and public
opinion, although these formed a minority view in the colony. However, this
case study illustrates the significance of political influences on the development
of the Hong Kong press. Three decades were to pass until a critical press
emerged in the space created by an apparent political vacuum. Next we shall
look at how the press fared during the political transition of the 1990s.
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3 Reporting on a jailed journalist
A textual analysis during the transition
period, 1993–1997

Introduction

Hong Kong underwent what has been called ‘de-colonization without independ-
ence’ in anticipation of 1997.247 Unlike other British colonies, the option of
national independence was not open to Hong Kong.248 Due to historical and
political restrictions, Hong Kong was not given a chance to decide on its own
future. The findings of a number of opinion polls conducted at that time showed
that the vast majority preferred the status quo of British rule, and the return of
the territory to Chinese sovereignty and administration was the least preferred
option. Yet Hong Kong people were neither given the chance to participate in
the Sino-British negotiations, nor was the Sino-British Joint Declaration249

agreement submitted to a referendum of the Hong Kong people.250 Political
negotiations between Britain and PRC began in the late 1970s and ended in
1984. From then on, Hong Kong entered a transition period with two political
regimes attempting to assert their authority over an island where six million
people lived.251

In the 1990s, Hong Kong society was occupied with all sorts of political
issues emanating from the Sino-British negotiations, the 1989 Tiananmen crack-
down,252 and the disagreements between the Chinese and British governments
regarding the pace of democratic development in Hong Kong.253 On a personal
and family level, Hong Kong people pondered their own future, notwithstanding
the fact that they had no say in deciding Hong Kong’s future. The phrase ‘decide
to leave, decide to stay, decide not to decide’254 vividly depicted their confusion
in terms of what was the best solution. In the face of an uncertain political
future,255 many opted for emigration, if their wealth or skills permitted or they
had good connections in their future home country.

At this historical juncture, when political leadership was vague and shifting,
and democracy was remote,256 the media were perceived as shouldering the
emerging role of watchdog.257 The media were expected to monitor the many
promises that the way of life of Hong Kong’s people would be maintained.258 At
this time, Xu Jiatun, the former head of Hong Kong Xinhua News Agency (de
facto Chinese Embassy), remarked that Hong Kong was a sensitive city259 and
the media were in a particularly sensitive position. The media were very diverse



and would not be easily controlled by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
either before or after 1997.260

Similarly, Chris Patten, the last Hong Kong Governor, stressed the import-
ance of preserving the British legacy of press freedom and suggested a set of 16
benchmarks that could be used to check whether Hong Kong continued to enjoy
a relative degree of civil liberties. One of the crucial questions he reminded
Hong Kong people to pose after the handover was: ‘Is the HK [Hong Kong]
press still free, with uninhibited coverage of China and of issues on which China
has strong views?’261

On the media front, there was both scepticism and optimism concerning the
future of press freedom. On the one hand, certain foreign media predicted that
Hong Kong would roll back drastically after 1997;262 on the other hand, local
journalists were hopeful about the future, since they believed that, provided
Hong Kong could sustain its market economy, market forces might help sustain
the diversity of the media.263 Scholarly opinion held the view that press freedom
would be more or less contingent upon continuing variations in PRC’s reform
policy,264 or that, after the handover, ‘the press will continue to legitimate the
new master without feeling great discomfort because of its power-dependent
nature’.265 Which of these views was held was largely dependent on the
researcher’s individual position and personal perspective.

Yet, it was during this period of political transition that the Hong Kong press
consolidated its position and organised a protest against Chinese coercion.266

The case of Xi Yang is intriguing, as it constituted one of the most significant
events in the fight for press freedom. Hundreds of local journalists, in an
unprecedented move, took to the streets to protest against the detention, secret
trial and imprisonment of Xi Yang, a Hong Kong journalist, by the Chinese
government. It is also crucial to look at what happened in the pre-handover
period to see what might have affected the development of the media in the run-
up to 1997, before discussing the post-1997 situation. During the transition
period, the key questions remained: Was the press independent or subordinate to
the Chinese state? Did market forces help to counter both governmental and pro-
prietary intervention? What was the unfolding scenario for the media?

The first section of this chapter examines political developments, paying
special attention to power distribution in the political transition and how it may
have affected the wider context in which the media were situated. The second
section discusses the choice of newspaper samples for news analysis. The third
section discusses the reasons for choosing particular cases, and their signific-
ance. The focus is on the newspaper coverage of the case, which not only raised
great concerns within the profession, but also brought out fear and anxiety in the
minds of Hong Kong people.

The key questions are then as follows. How independent was the press during
the transition? Did its defiance have anything to do with the shift in the power
structure and the wider social context? What were the public and journalistic
perceptions of press freedom? Was this clash between the Hong Kong press and
the Chinese state inevitable during the transition?
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Influence of the two powers

For most of the 150 years of British colonial rule, Hong Kong politics was
generally regarded as premised upon a consensus supportive to the British
regime.267 Political parties did not exist. However, after the Sino-British Decla-
rations, a number of political groups emerged seeking to influence government
policies through the mechanisms afforded by district and municipal, and legis-
lative council elections. Although these elected groups had no executionary
power, owing to the restrictions imposed by both the British and the Chinese
governments, they were nevertheless increasingly influential in affecting public
policy: partial direct elections allowed political parties to play an increasingly
significant role. With voters’ support, they consistently pressed for a faster pace
of democracy, and adopted a more confrontational approach towards the central
government over various issues, such as the promotion of democracy in Hong
Kong and the mainland, and the protection of civil liberties and human rights.268

Compared with colonial days when there was minimal political opposition, the
administrative state had become more political. Although the attitude of the
Hong Kong population towards democratic reform had in the past been some-
what indifferent, there was now a significant change in public attitudes towards
political participation.

As the handover of Hong Kong approached, the political scene shifted as the
Hong Kong Chinese elite, fragmented in their allegiances, became disunited in
their political alignment.269 At the same time as the economy of Hong Kong pros-
pered in the 1970s and 1980s, there rose a new middle class, which identified
with the values of fair competition and self-improvement, and based their identity
on hard work, material well-being and the acquisition of credentials.270 This new
middle class made their way up the social ladder by means of education.271

However, they were disorganised politically, or political apathetic.272 (Some have
even argued that this new middle class in fact withered under the blow of eco-
nomic recession in the first few years after the handover.)273 Thus, their potential
as an organised force against the state was in doubt. They appeared to be unpre-
pared, if not totally unreliable.

Owing to the unique decolonisation process in Hong Kong, where independ-
ence was never an option, the elite was fragmented, while the middle class
became cynical and distrustful of political authority. When it came to the final
days of British rule, it has been argued that the political situation in Hong Kong
did not involve a class struggle, but rather a difference in political orientation:
for example, political orientations ranged from pro-China to pro-democracy, and
in the final British days from pro-Patten to pro-Hong Kong. Under such circum-
stances, an awareness of how remote democracy was, and a lack of political
leadership, further perplexed the people of Hong Kong. In this context, the press
helped to create a space/forum for public debate.
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British policy

The development of the Hong Kong press had in many ways been facilitated by
the relaxation of colonial rule during its final days. Reform mainly involved the
relaxation or repeal of draconian laws that might have an enduring effect on
press freedom.274 In addition, the government also underwent structural changes
in order to appear to be more open and accountable, as well as transparent. All
the measures adopted by senior Hong Kong officials, including the British gov-
ernor (for instance, the holding of regular press conferences and efforts to
develop a closer relationship with the public), were supposed to lay down yard-
sticks with which the Hong Kong people could measure the new regime after the
changeover.275

Chinese policy

Unlike its British counterpart, the Chinese government was extremely sensitive
about the Hong Kong media’s development. The question that concerned it most
was whether or not the British would successfully turn Hong Kong into a ‘sub-
versive base’276 before their departure. With this in mind, any last minute
changes to Hong Kong’s social and political system were regarded by the
Chinese as a conspiracy, and so an attempt to maintain Hong Kong as a post-
colonial British outpost.277

Yet it was China’s long-standing policy to ‘make use of Hong Kong’278 to
gain revenue,279 as well as status in the international community. At the end of
the Sino-British talks over Hong Kong’s future, it was commonly argued that
China would honour the terms of the Joint Declaration agreement because it
needed a prosperous Hong Kong to contribute to China’s own economy. It was
also commonly believed that between 30 to 40 per cent of China’s foreign
exchange earnings came from trade with and through Hong Kong. Moreover, 70
per cent of the foreign investment in China came from companies based in Hong
Kong, and in the southern Guangdong province alone more than two million
Chinese workers were employed by Hong Kong-owned enterprises.280 Another
argument was that China would leave Hong Kong alone because they needed to
persuade the Taiwanese people that they had nothing to fear if they abandoned
their independent stance and reunited with China. However, in the early 1990s,
it seemed that none of these considerations had any weight in the determination
of China’s policy towards Hong Kong.281 The PRC had long maintained that the
western model of liberal democracy was neither applicable to, nor suitable for,
Hong Kong.

The Hong Kong media during the transition

As mentioned in Chapters 1 and 2, from the end of the First World War until the
mid-twentieth century, most of the Hong Kong newspapers were not partisan.
During the 1950s and 1960s when Hong Kong was seen to be ‘neither like
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mainland China, nor Taiwan’, most of the mainstream papers claimed not to be
strongly political in orientation; but the press in fact manifested a political spec-
trum from leftist to rightist.282 In the late 1960s, an anti-British protest developed
into major disturbances. The Hong Kong government used the disturbances as
an excuse to repress the communist press, and this had a bearing on the develop-
ment of the Hong Kong press as a whole.283

As Hong Kong changed rapidly from an entrepot to one of the most import-
ant trading, commercial and financial centres, there was a dramatic change in the
Hong Kong press during the 1970s and the 1980s. In the 1970s, Ming Pao Daily
News gained public attention: during the ten-year Chinese Cultural Revolution it
reported extensively on, and provided critical analysis of, the development of
the CCP. It sold up to around 120,000 issues, and so ranked as the third or fourth
best-selling Chinese-language newspaper in Hong Kong. Oriental Daily News,
was also set up during this period. The paper’s proclaimed aim was to speak out
for the lower classes, and it sold up to 400,000 copies and reached a readership
of a million people. That is, almost one-sixth of Hong Kong people read this
mass circulation paper, as Hong Kong’s population reached six million in the
early 1990s.

On the other hand, South China Morning Post was a traditional English-
language newspaper. It was regarded as liberal in the western sense, but at times
upheld a pro-British policy, especially during the colonial era, including the
transition period from the early 1980s onwards.

As Hong Kong entered the political transition of the 1990s, most of the Hong
Kong press developed the characteristics of a ‘social and economic press’,284 that
is, they emphasised local social and economic affairs, and proclaimed the
papers’ ‘objectivity and neutrality’. At the time, the ten most popular news-
papers were not party-affiliated papers. Many of them had more than one-third
of their editorials concentrating on domestic affairs.285 After the signing of the
agreement between the Chinese and British concerning Hong Kong’s future, the
Hong Kong press was critical of the deal.286 This criticism, however, was spread
among individual columns or letters to the editor, rather than resulting from an
organised effort in the papers’ editorials. In other words, the Hong Kong press
appeared to have developed tactics in order to play the role of watchdog, without
directly approaching highly sensitive political issues such as the case of the
jailed reporter, Xi Yang.

Summary

The role of the Hong Kong media as watchdog during the period before the
take-over by the Chinese was complicated by a number of issues. These
included the confusion prevalent in the everyday lives of Hong Kong people
regarding their future, the constitution of a new middle class, and further
fragmentation of the Hong Kong political scene as a result of the complex Sino-
British relations. In respect of the future freedom of the Hong Kong press, the
most significant clash appeared to be between the British efforts to establish
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lasting arrangements for press freedom, and the Chinese attempts to maintain the
strict rules for Hong Kong journalists reporting on China. It was in this context
that the most significant case of Chinese intervention in Hong Kong reporting
occurred.

Textual analysis: reporting on a jailed journalist

Introduction

Xi Yang, a trained reporter, was born in mainland China and emigrated to Hong
Kong in the early 1990s. He worked for Ming Pao Daily News (MPDN), an
elitist broadsheet Chinese-language newspaper, with a shifting editorial
position.287 Xi Yang was arrested in China on 7 October 1993 and sentenced to
12 years’ imprisonment and two years’ deprivation of political rights for report-
ing on China’s financial and economic news. According to the Chinese authori-
ties Xi had engaged in ‘spying and stealing of state secrets’ which resulted in
serious economic loss to the Chinese government.288

In response to the heavy sentence an outcry ensued; it triggered a series of
petitions (including signatory letters), an early release campaign, lobbying, and
other protests including a hunger strike. More than a hundred reporters on the
China beat published a signed statement condemning the Chinese authority’s
heavy sentence on Xi Yang, and stating that they would stop covering any offi-
cial promotional functions in China for a month as a protest.289 This group of
reporters later suffered retaliation from China; for instance, those who had put
their names on protest documents against China were forbidden to cover a tragic
accident that happened in Hangzhou, a famous tourist city near the coastal city
of Shanghai.

There was strong criticism, both local and foreign, of the Chinese conviction
of Xi Yang, and not just from local journalists. This heavy-handed approach by
the Chinese reflected the fatal drawbacks of the illiberal system, and represented
a deliberate attempt by the CCP to suppress the Hong Kong press in order to
exercise total control.

However, the case was more complicated and complex than this, and
involved a struggle between various power factions. Hong Kong officials were
accused of adopting a passive and ambivalent attitude by locally elected politi-
cians, though the move seemed to backfire on China. Hundreds of Hong Kong
journalists took to the streets and pressed for publication of the full text of the
verdict.290 The organiser of the protest reportedly said it was ‘an encouraging
turnout . . . [and expressed] fear over the “unjustifiable” measures by Beijing to
control [the] local press.’291 The momentum appeared to gather pace and there
was a series of concerted actions, for example, a 72-hour relay hunger strike ini-
tiated by the three most senior editors of MPDN, and 15 members of the faculty
of journalism issued a statement expressing their anger and lending their support
to Xi Yang. After Xi Yang lost his appeal case, more than 2,000 people took to
the streets to support him.
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In a ‘free Xi’ rally, a Hong Kong Journalists Association (HKJA) representat-
ive remarked that Xi Yang had become a scapegoat for the differences between
the two systems, the mainland socialist system and the Hong Kong capitalist
system. Daisy Li, the chairperson of the HKJA, said that although she had
anticipated that there would be a contraction in press freedom after 1997, she
had never expected that the Hong Kong press would need to contend with the
Chinese government for 12 years because of one reporter.292

The appeal, protest and petitions were to no avail. Xi Yang was sent to jail.
He emerged from prison after three years, and later departed for Canada. The
significance of the Xi Yang case lies in the complex set of circumstances pre-
vailing at the time. Hong Kong had come to the final stage of British rule, and
was entering the second half of the political transition. Xi’s heavy sentence
came as a shock to Hong Kong people, as many could visualise what the future
held for them. It was understood that at best the controversy arose from the dis-
crepancy between the two systems, and at worst from Chinese authoritarian rule.
The Chinese authorities insisted that Xi’s case was an individual incident that
involved criminal activity rather than regular journalistic work.

At this time, Chinese influence was increasingly impinging on various
aspects of Hong Kong’s affairs.293 It also had an enduring effect on local news-
paper proprietors, the majority of whom wishing to explore business opportun-
ities in China, both media and non-media. The position of the reporter’s
company, for this reason, was seen as shifting and controversial. MPDN first
rejected Chinese allegations categorically, stressing that its reporter was only
carrying out reporting duties. The company later changed its stance, however,
and admitted its reporter’s crime on his behalf in order to bargain for a no
strings-attached release. After the Chinese conviction and sentencing, the paper
reverted to a vigorous protest against this heavy-handed Chinese measure. When
Xi got an early release in early 1997, however, MPDN shifted its position again
to an appeasement strategy by praising Chinese leniency and sincerity.

In short, this incident triggered doubts, fears and grievances in relation to
reporting in China, the prospects for Hong Kong press freedom, and above all
confidence in Hong Kong’s future after the political changeover. The Xi case was
chosen not only because it was highly significant, but also because the relevant
events took place over the period from 1993 to 1997,294 so that it highlights the
shifting position of the press during these crucial years.295

Selection of newspapers for analysis

This research attempts to study empirically the mainstream newspaper coverage
of the events surrounding the arrest and detention of the journalist, Xi Yang,
prior to Hong Kong’s political changeover. Surprisingly little empirical research
has been completed on newspaper representations of the media themselves; still
fewer studies combine such research with that on the conduct of journalists and
their working practices. The majority of work so far completed has used selec-
tive anecdotal evidence to illustrate biases in media coverage.296 There are even
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fewer studies on the relationship between the state and the media. This study is
informed by a political economy perspective, which views journalistic discourse
as being conditioned by both internal and external constraints, and in particular
as being influenced by the wider social context.

This research focuses mainly on broadsheet papers for several reasons: first,
the traditional stress the broadsheet press places on objectivity and balanced
reporting, as opposed to the tendency towards sensationalism and overt partisan-
ship of the tabloid papers. Second, the readership profile of broadsheet papers is
heavily biased in favour of Hong Kong society’s more powerful middle and
upper classes, although, as suggested earlier, Hong Kong is less a class-based
society than a politically oriented one. The audiences of broadsheet papers are
predominantly educated, professional, economically independent individuals
and groups.

The research focuses on the content, editorial stance, reporting style and
agenda of three daily broadsheet papers in Hong Kong: South China Morning
Post (SCMP), a leading independent English-language daily newspaper; MPDN,
a well-respected Chinese-language daily newspaper that can be classified as
liberal shifting to conservative-leftist;297 and Chinese-language Oriental Daily
News (ODN), which can be classified as critical and independent in terms of its
political reporting, with a mix of tabloid-style reporting and sensationalism in its
social news.298 As the best-selling daily from the late 1980s until the present day,
ODN was especially influential with middle to lower-class readers. The choice
of papers was also guided by a wish to compare reporting in an English-
language title with that of its Chinese-language counterparts.

The papers selected for case study: context and reasons for choice

Hong Kong has 16 major daily newspapers, ranging from highbrow papers that
aspire to be world class to those devoted almost entirely to pornography or
horseracing.299 The three papers chosen for this case study represent positions
ranging from relatively independent to relatively patriotic.

ODN is a mass-circulation Chinese-language broadsheet and the highest-
selling paper in Hong Kong, with a daily circulation of over half a million.300 In
the early 2000s, it was a relatively independent tabloid in style and content.

MPDN is the highest-selling Chinese quality daily, with a daily circulation of
120,000 copies,301 and is tightly bound up with Hong Kong’s cultural identity. It
used to be anti-Chinese Communist, and critical of mainland policy. However, it
started to change from the late 1980s with a change in ownership. In 2000, a
Malaysian Chinese businessman, Tiong Hiew-king, owned it. The editorial posi-
tion of the paper was sympathetic to China or pro-China in respect of the Sino-
Hong Kong controversy. Its proprietor wanted the paper to become the ‘Chinese
people’s paper’.302

SCMP, with a daily circulation of slightly over 100,000 copies,303 was a
leading English-language newspaper, which used to be pro-British and critical
of Chinese policy. It represents in its purest form the western liberal newspaper
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tradition that is a constant force in the Hong Kong press. However, in the early
1990s, it was sold to Rupert Murdoch and then subsequently to a Malaysian
Chinese businessman, Robert Kuok, after which the editorial position of the
paper became less critical of the Chinese government.

Additionally, it was important to ensure that the sample of papers should span
the political spectrum expressed in Hong Kong broadsheet newspapers. This
seemed to be best achieved by choosing MPDN and ODN. When deciding upon
the dates for the sample period, the length of the case and its starting date were
taken into account. A sample covering the unfolding of the whole incident will
be discussed, that is, the detention, official arrest, sentencing, appeal and release
of the journalist in question.

The analysis of the coverage was largely guided by the events. Thus it covers
the output of the relevant papers from September 1993 to May 1994, and January
1997, over ten months in total. The selected time-span also enables the analysis of
the major significant events and the observation of any change in editorial position
over time. The most representative stories published by these newspapers relating
to the Xi Yang case were selected, as these were best suited to making inferences
about how the papers presented the case. In this study, the analysis mainly focuses
on editorial formats such as news reports, columns, letter to the editors, feature
writing, editorials, advertisements, cartoons, photographs and so on. The case is
covered in three main phases: arrest, conviction and release.

Case study

South China Morning Post

The ordeal of Xi Yang largely reflected the precarious political environment in
which the Hong Kong press was situated. This balance of sources reveals the
unusual juggling between the two powers, namely the British and the Chinese.
This daily tended to give more weight to the sources of the Chinese camp in
respect of this specific case.

Throughout Xi Yang’s ordeal, information about him was announced through
Chinese official propaganda instruments. South China Morning Post (SCMP)
when relaying information about Xi Yang’s alleged crime used the official
Xinhua News Agency’s press releases, and other semi-official sources such as
Chinese News Services, as authoritative sources of information.

Back in Hong Kong, SCMP could turn to top mainland Chinese officials for
comments on, and explanation of, the trial. For instance, Zhang Junsheng, vice-
director of Xinhua News Agency (New China News Agency), the de facto
Chinese embassy in Hong Kong, remarked that Hong Kong reporters should be
able to make a judgement as to whether Xi Yang’s conduct was against the law
or not.304

At the same time, SCMP tried to get immediate reactions from the British
side, for instance, from Sir Robin McLaren, British Ambassador to Beijing, and
from the Hong Kong governor, Chris Patten. Sometimes it was unsuccessful in
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this, because the former refused to give specific assistance to the reporter, and
the latter declined to comment. At least, the paper managed to get some official
British Hong Kong reaction from the Hong Kong Financial Secretary in Wash-
ington, Hamish Macleod said he could sense the tension and uneasiness prevail-
ing in the press.

The paper also revealed the emerging role, which was still relatively weak, of
the Hong Kong Chinese elite. For instance, all the mainstream political parties
voiced their differing levels of disagreement with Beijing’s coercive action
towards this Hong Kong journalist. The business-oriented Liberal Party, the
United Democrat Party (the largest opposition party, which was later rebranded
as the Democratic Party), other pressure groups and independent legislative
councillors, Hong Kong Chinese academics and mainland Chinese legal experts
who were based in Hong Kong, all voiced their disagreement concerning the
jailing of Xi Yang.

After Xi Yang was granted an early release on parole, while most of the
Hong Kong press hailed this as showing Chinese leniency, SCMP printed the
‘cautious welcome’ of a senior U.S. official in Washington, who remarked that
the release ‘doesn’t change our view that how he (Xi Yang) was arrested in the
first place was unjustified. At this stage, it’s difficult to know what this means in
the larger scheme of things [in China].’305 This stance differed from the uneasy
harmony most of the local media attempted to portray.

Conversely, SCMP refrained from analytical reportage on the politically sen-
sitive relationship between the Hong Kong, British and Chinese governments.
The British showed a distinct unwillingness to support his cause actively. The
excuse they gave for this attitude was the ongoing Sino-British tensions over
conflicts between the governments on constitutional reform in Hong Kong. On
some occasions, however, the last governor appeared to be critical and
demanded an explanation from China.

Unsurprisingly, SCMP reports showed the reporter’s family and the news-
paper management and proprietor rejecting any help from the British or the
Hong Kong government. The daily did not, however, explain that this reluctance
to seek help resulted from pressure from the Chinese authorities.

It was only when the British and Hong Kong governments were widely criti-
cised for not lending any help that the daily reported this explicitly. For instance,
the United Democrat Party criticised the Hong Kong government for lacking a
stronger position when one of its citizens was sentenced to 12 years’ imprison-
ment in China. The Hong Kong legislative council also pressed the British
Foreign Secretary, Douglas Hurd, to summon the Chinese ambassador to
London, and issued a protest.306 Despite an earlier warning by the Chinese not to
meddle, the Hong Kong governor, Chris Patten, remarked that ‘in particular
people in Hong Kong deserve straightforward answers to straightforward
questions’.307 However, when Patten was called on for help, he said his ‘main
concern [was] to avoid [making] his (Xi Yang’s) very difficult position even
more difficult.’308
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Nature of news coverage: Xi Yang’s case as a yardstick for coverage of
relations with China

The news coverage of SCMP underlined the fact that Xi Yang did not receive an
open, fair and just trial. The paper’s approach was mainly factual, but also critical
of China’s handling of the Xi case in the beginning. At first, the paper’s coverage
of Xi’s case was dotted with sympathetic stories, and largely appeared to support
the campaign for his release. This was demonstrated by the many news reports,
with prominent pictures of Xi Yang, about the demonstrations and hunger strikes
organised by his colleagues and supporters. The ordeal’s strain on the reporter was
vividly depicted by showing his fresh looks before imprisonment in sharp contrast
to his grey-haired appearance after three and a half years’ imprisonment.

The coercive violence applied by the Chinese authorities was criticised indi-
rectly by, for example, a political cartoon depicting a bloody human ear.309

Another cartoon showed a reporter putting his/her microphone across the mouth
of a gun.310 Both of these featured on protest placards, which in turn were pho-
tographed and the photographs printed with news stories.

The headlines pointed out that an unexpected consequence of a piece of jour-
nalistic work was that the reporter was sentenced to 12 years in jail. The paper
used strong words, such as ‘shock’, ‘harsh sentence’, ‘clear warning’ (to Hong
Kong) and ‘outrageous verdict’.

The handling of Chinese official statements reflected the acute tension
between the Chinese and British governments, for instance, ‘Keep your nose
out’311 was a warning issued by the vice-director of Xinhua News Agency to the
Hong Kong governor, Chris Patten. The general reaction to the Chinese authori-
ties was reflected in headlines too, such as ‘Heat in Beijing over Xi’s jailing’,312

and ‘The politics of injustice’.313 On the other hand, China’s counter-argument
was published alongside. For instance, a Chinese official rejected criticisms by
saying that Xi Yang’s jail term was considered light, as the maximum sentence
for his alleged crime was life imprisonment.

Sometimes, the headlines were simply descriptive, for instance, ‘Zhu [Rongji,
the Chinese Premier], Qian [Qichen, the deputy Chinese Premier] deny role’,314

indicating a denial of the involvement of Chinese top leaders. However, the offi-
cial Chinese position that the trial was non-political was countered by an accom-
panying picture showing an ordinary Hong Kong person supporting Xi’s release
by launching a hunger strike. This sent out the message that the reporter was
being unreasonably suppressed.

Another headline appeared to press for more information: ‘full text of verdict
demanded’.315 In addition to the political story, SCMP also printed a human
interest story entitled ‘Father sees little hope in appeal’,316 in which Xi’s father
was shown as having little expectation of fairness in a secret trial. On another
occasion, an unnamed spokesman from China News Services, under pressure
from both the Chinese authorities’ friends and enemies to release further details,
provided information that was published in an article in South China Morning
Post entitled ‘China gives details of Xi allegation’.
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One can identify changes in the editorial line as the case developed. During
the initial period, the tone of the editorials was cautiously optimistic, although
SCMP already anticipated that Xi might be treated more harshly because he was
a mainlander. In one of its early editorials entitled ‘Arrest reason unclear’, it
said: ‘there is [a] worrying aspect . . . no one feels confident . . . Xi, [a] recent
immigrant treated as . . . a mainland resident, must not be subject to arbitrary
imprisonment.’317 Apart from issuing a warning, SCMP reported that Xi was
praised as a hardworking ‘man of few words’318 by his colleagues, which illus-
trated that the paper was willing to lend support to the detained journalist. Then
the official announcement of the arrest occurred.319 Xinhua News Agency
announced that his crime was obtaining information about a possible increase in
interest rates and a rumour about Chinese gold sales. It said that the behaviour of
Xi and Tian (a senior official in the Bank of China) ‘was quite different from the
normal work of a journalist’. The story was, however, balanced by another
source saying he ‘believes Xi innocent’.

During this period, SCMP stressed the political element by highlighting
tension between the British and Chinese. The Chinese authorities also tried to
manipulate the press. For example, some pro-China politicians gave out
information that provided false hope about Xi’s situation, and this information
was summarised in the paper as ‘journalist arrested but not charged’.320 MPDN
was advised by pro-China politicians to adopt a low-key approach. The Hong
Kong governor, Chris Patten, was also warned by a Chinese official in Hong
Kong to keep his nose out of the Xi case.321

A further dramatic twist occurred during this period when Xi’s proprietor, Yu
Pun-hoi of MPDN, together with the paper’s senior editors, decided that the
paper would offer apologies to the Chinese authorities in the hope of securing
Xi’s release. To the surprise of many journalists, Yu also admitted that Xi might
have committed criminal activities in the course of reporting in China.322 SCMP
criticised MPDN’s handling of the case pointing out the sharp contrast with its
previous position: ‘Arrested reporter may have broken law, says Ming Pao Daily
News’. It further quoted MPDN as saying we now have ‘reason to believe he
(Xi) might have broken [the] law – [this is a] purely “criminal” case, nothing to
do with the British Hong Kong government.’323

The coverage of SCMP reflected a gloomy outlook for the future. When Xi
Yang was sentenced to 12 years’ imprisonment and a two-year deprivation of
political rights, the verdict was conveyed to Hong Kong through Xinhua News
Agency. ‘Shock at Xi’s 12-year term – harsh sentence a “threat to press freedom
after 1997” ’324 was SCMP’s headline. It also quoted the chairperson of the Hong
Kong Journalists Association as saying the ‘low profile [of Ming Pao Daily
News] resulted in a heavy sentence’,325 thus pointing out the outcome of
MPDN’s misguided concession to China. SCMP also described the serious con-
sequences of the verdict with the headline, ‘Ming Pao Daily News: hamper news
organization, shake faith, harm Chinese image’.326 However, the story was bal-
anced with a quote from a senior Hong Kong government official describing the
verdict as ‘disappointing’, and another, from a top Chinese official in charge of
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Hong Kong affairs, saying it was ‘not [a] heavy sentence’. Although the
reportage largely maintained a matter of fact approach, the editorial headline,
‘Verdict Outrageous’, was more upfront. The editorial questioned the prospects
for press freedom after 1997, and foresaw that there was a limit to how much the
British could help.

The remarkable differences between the interests of the journalists and the
proprietor were graphically shown here. The paper’s proprietor, Yu Pun-hoi,
was quoted as saying that he believed the Xi case would not affect the group’s
business in the mainland.327 On the other hand, surprisingly, the business-
oriented Liberal Party was quoted as saying, ‘it was legitimate for the Hong
Kong government to stand up’ to the Chinese authorities.328 This position,
however, was probably more linked to a desire for a secure environment for
investment than support for freedom of the press. At least it appears to be like
that in the SCMP presentation.

Following Xi’s conviction and sentencing, the paper reflected feelings of dis-
belief, shock, anger and disappointment. Both MPDN and Xi’s colleagues were
reported as feeling cheated because they followed Chinese advice. They looked
forward to Xi’s release on the basis of seemingly good news dispatched by the
Chinese Judicial Minister and other Chinese allies329 who claimed that they were
well-connected and informed. The situation was made harder to bear, because in
addition to the absurdity of these empty promises was the fact that neither the
current regime in Hong Kong nor the journalists’ profession itself could alter the
outcome.

SCMP also conveyed the general mood of Hong Kong society, which was a
bit confused. For instance, MPDN’s editors, while fasting in protest, admitted
that they had adopted the wrong approach: ‘it was thought to be a matter only
between Ming Pao Daily News’ employers and the Chinese government . . . (we)
did not want to see the issue being politicised in the tense atmosphere of the
Sino-British row.’330 At this stage, SCMP tended to speak about the scale of
damage through foreign voices. For example, the paper printed large photo-
graphs depicting a ‘protest hunger strike’, with a strong statement from the
International Federation of Journalists.

However, SCMP’s immediate response to the sentence was not entirely pes-
simistic. For instance, they pinned hope on the appeal mechanism, and the will-
ingness of a mainland Chinese lawyer to act as defence counsel,331 despite the
fact that many Chinese lawyers tried to stay away from politically sensitive cases
such as this one.332 At the same time, this injustice came under strong criticism
from a SCMP analyst. In his piece, he compared the fate of Xi to that of the most
famous Chinese dissident, Wei Jinsheng. ‘The system provides the administration
with a handy weapon to penalize foreign and Hong Kong journalists . . . the Xi
case is a deliberate attempt by the Chinese Communist Party to gag the Hong
Kong press, deplete the people’s right to know.’333 In this article, the writer
argued that Xi’s case arose mainly because China was not content with self-cen-
sorship. It wanted total control over Hong Kong reporters, which would extend to
their western and Asian colleagues. During this transition period, the 1997 factor
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also played a role, in the sense that China was engaged in psychological warfare
with Britain. The analyst expressed the view that, after 1997, much of the Hong
Kong media would be dominated by the Chinese media. His prophecy came true
a few years later, not only in relation to SCMP, but also to himself.334

SCMP adopted a human interest angle in respect of Xi’s ordeal by revealing
the emotions of his father, which in turn further illustrated how unreasonable the
Chinese handling of the case was. The paper reported that, having learnt about
his son’s heavy sentence, Xi Yang’s father had a heart attack and was hospi-
talised. Xi’s father said, ‘My son was only doing the job of a reporter. Why
should he deserve such a severe sentence?’ Furthermore, he said he had not
received any formal notice of his jailing and had only met him for 30 minutes
the year before. Xi’s trial had driven his whole family to despair and they were
living in deep depression.335

SCMP not only carried the Chinese version of the story, it also covered a
warning from China’s allies. For instance, it argued the merits of supporting the
appeal privately: ‘emotional public reaction may harm Xi’s appeal . . .’, and
‘appealed to legislative councillors and reporters not to resort to the British
government for help, saying this would complicate the issue.’336 By the same
token, SCMP also printed an alternative public opinion of ‘people appalled by
[the] journalists’ immature action’ in taking to the streets to protest against a
Chinese law that Hong Kong people were not familiar with.337 The opinion was
that Hong Kong journalists had to abide by Chinese law when they worked in
China.

While journalists and other supporters were organising a signature cam-
paign to lobby for Xi’s appeal, the outcome of the appeal was handed down by
the Beijing Municipal Supreme People’s Court swiftly: it upheld the convic-
tion. At this point, the coverage of SCMP seemed to shift to highlight the
head-on confrontation between Chinese ideology and that of Hong Kong, in a
last ditch attempt to preserve the Hong Kong media system over the Chinese
one. The journalists’ outcry was demonstrated in the news front page of
SCMP, with prominent pictures of angry protestors, together with a strongly
worded editorial.338 MPDN expressed its anger by leaving its editorial blank
except for 20 Chinese characters, which can be translated as: ‘Salute to our
reporter Xi Yang; in the wake of Chinese oppression we might as well throw
our pens away to protest against the Chinese judicial system.’ SCMP sup-
ported MPDN’s angle by reporting and translating its 20 Chinese character
editorial.

Again, SCMP was up-front in depicting the journalistic protest, as more and
more journalists took to the streets to express their anger. They burned gauze
masks to symbolise the fact that they would no longer keep silent and vowed to
voice their opposition. ‘If we don’t fight for the release of Xi, Ming Pao Daily
News will certainly leave a bad name in the history of Hong Kong journalism.’
It was important ‘to tell the Beijing authorities that they couldn’t do whatever
they liked to journalists from Hong Kong . . . they have to respect the freedom of
the press.’339
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SCMP’s editorial strongly criticised the Chinese for giving such a heavy sen-
tence, saying it was not only damaging for media confidence and freedom, but also
for the confidence of Hong Kong and international business. The editorial said it
would hurt its own reputation in the long run. It sent a ‘clear danger signal to Hong
Kong reporters [that they might in future be] subject to arbitrary and heavy-handed
punishment . . . [T]he fundamental issue is not how the case was handled, but
whether Xi’s action constituted a criminal act at all . . . what China can do to its
own citizen before 1997, it will feel at liberty to do to Hong Kong people after
1997, putting at risk the issue of press freedom included in the Basic Law and
Joint Declaration.’340 SCMP’s editorial highlighted the risk of restraints on press
freedom and the presumed doom of Hong Kong following the handover.

On the one hand, SCMP reported on the criticism and condemnation by
liberal political groups in Hong Kong. For instance, the United Democrats were
reported as saying the outcome was not acceptable. Another grass-roots political
group, the Alliance for Democracy and People’s Livelihood, was reported as
stating the verdict shook public confidence and ‘showed [that] Beijing disre-
gards the Hong Kong people’s will to set Xi free’.341

On the other hand, SCMP also showed the Chinese perspective, albeit not as
convincingly as the opposition’s. For instance, a vice-director of Xinhua News
Agency, Zhang Junsheng, reiterated that the case was an individual one and had
nothing to do with press freedom in Hong Kong. ‘It is not a question of the free
press, it is a question of the breaking of law on the media when one is carrying
out the job of reporting.’342 Furthermore, SCMP also put forth the counter-
arguments orchestrated by China’s allies. For instance, a Hong Kong Affairs
Adviser to China said the appeal reflected ‘different standards between Hong
Kong and China’.343 This was echoed by another adviser to China, who said that
it showed a ‘clear gap between the ways China and Hong Kong handled such
incidents’.344 Another pro-China politician, also a delegate to the Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference, explained that the upholding of the
original verdict might be due to the fact that the court was put under pressure.345

To further represent the appeal trial as an unjust show, SCMP published the
findings of a public poll which indicated in the aftermath of the Xi case that
Hong Kong people thought Beijing had used the Xi case as a warning to the
Hong Kong media. SCMP also printed an opinion-editorial piece written by a
journalist-turned-legislator showing how the press was being squeezed by
China. ‘It is a signal to Hong Kong and foreign journalists that free and
independent news reporting will not be tolerated.’ The writer concluded her
piece by asking ‘what can and should the British do for the six million Hong
Kong people . . . should they lose their freedom after 1997?’346

In the coverage of SCMP, the feeling of helplessness seemed to be dominant,
just as a reader’s letter remarked, ‘don’t abandon Xi’.347 Indeed having taken to
the streets, and held a hunger strike and signatory campaign, the journalists’
campaign seemed to go nowhere; the protest became passive and symbolic as no
improvement was expected in the foreseeable future. The lobbying for Xi’s
release became low key.
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Xi Yang got released on parole in early 1997, after disappearing from the
public eye for three and a half years. SCMP remarked sarcastically that the
uncompromising campaign for his early release had paid off.348 The revealing
part of the story, however, was the response SCMP demonstrated in its
coverage.

The front-page story underlined Xi’s gratitude to the Chinese authorities, but
also indicated the real political reason behind the move: ‘Harmonious atmo-
sphere in the lead-up to the handover . . . it’s a good thing for my company
(Ming Pao Daily News) and a blessing to Hong Kong people . . . our whole
family is grateful for the lenient policy of the Chinese government, this is a very
sincere act indeed.’349

However, the coverage of SCMP remained subtly political in the way it juxta-
posed pictures to indicate the ordeal’s effect on Xi. In a story entitled ‘Handover
“key freedom factor” ’, there was an accompanying picture of a young-looking
Xi Yang before his imprisonment. Another story entitled ‘Yellow ribbon cam-
paign pays off’ was illustrated by a picture of a grey-haired Xi Yang showing
the strain of his three-year imprisonment. There were further stories indicating
doubts about the happy ending to the incident. For instance, there was a report
stating that the whereabouts of a jailed source, Tian Ye, remained unknown.350

Nothing had so far been reported on the status and whereabouts of Tian Ye, a
former official with the Bank of China, who was alleged to have helped Xi Yang
with spying and theft of state secrets. The opaqueness of the incident further
enhanced the media’s doubts about the Chinese judicial system. On the day
following Xi’s release, SCMP reported an activists’ warning that Hong Kong
reporters faced the same risk as the mainland arrest procedure was still in place.
The story was published together with a picture of Xi Yang, the caption of
which expresses a sense of relief for Xi’s early release but ‘fears continue over
press freedom’.351 There was another story reporting that a ‘group considers
taking up battle against censor’. The aftermath of the Xi case was far from an
end to the battle for press freedom.

While the reportage remained largely factual, the overall tone of the coverage
was conciliatory and accepting of the realities of the situation, especially in the
editorial. The editorial on the day of Xi’s release, which was entitled ‘Growing
appreciation’, said ‘Beijing should appreciate Hong Kong has a different set of
measures for press and other freedoms. . . . [T]he unexpected release . . . illustrated
Beijing’s leniency and appreciation of Hong Kong press concern [and] under-
scores China’s growing confidence in dealing with Hong Kong.’ It concluded by
saying that the release demonstrated ‘the mainland government could be reasoned
with’ though this required ‘patience and persistence’. However, the crucial thing
the editorial did not say explicitly was left to its news report, in which a senior
U.S. official in Washington received the release, with a note of cautious welcome;
but he added: ‘it doesn’t change our view that how he was arrested in the first
place was unjustified . . . it is difficult to know what this means in the larger
scheme of things [in China].’352
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Conclusion

The theme underlining the coverage of the English-language newspaper, SCMP,
of the Xi Yang case was that the Chinese government had been heavy-handed
and unfair in their treatment of a reporter who covered financial news in China.
The Chinese authorities were depicted as taking heed of neither the wishes nor
the feelings of the Hong Kong people.

It is tempting to conclude that the paper’s coverage of the Xi case was relat-
ively independent. However, my analysis of the paper’s coverage suggests that
even a relatively liberal and independent paper, with a long critical tradition, had
shifted its editorial stance in anticipation of 1997.

Coverage of the case was the first major head-on confrontation between the
Hong Kong press and the mainland Chinese authorities over the suppression of a
journalist. In the past, reporters on the China beat reportedly experienced various
forms of harassment during their work on the mainland. The reporting of SCMP
showed how this relatively independent and critical paper first presented the fears
of the parties concerned. The paper could not find out the truth for its readers, but
its analysis rightly pointed to a worrying trend. The fear of the Hong Kong press
was real, and Hong Kong journalists’ battle against Chinese suppression was
defeated. Although there was praise because the ‘uncompromising effort of Ming
Pao Daily News reporters, the journalist operation and many others paid off’,
there was also a warning that the ‘growing signs of China’s readiness to limit its
tolerance to dissent have showed there is a real threat to broader freedom of
expression after July 1’.353

There occurred a shift in the paper’s position over time, from a critical to a
more compromising stance, which is evident when the coverage is seen as a
whole. The paper appears to have disengaged itself from the controversy while
Xi was in prison. This will be written about further in the part with the inter-
views with the journalists themselves in Chapter 6.

Ming Pao Daily News

The obvious question in relation to the Xi case was why it happened and why, in
particular, this happened to the well respected Chinese-language daily, Ming
Pao Daily News (MPDN). It is perhaps useful to outline the background in
respect of the paper’s tradition and its place in the wider context of society at the
time.

The Xi incident was not an accident. Many reporters on the China beat had pre-
viously experienced detention, interrogation, harassment and even arrest during
their work in mainland China.354 Although it appeared to be unfortunate for
MPDN that its reporter got caught up in a politicised incident, there were also
implicit social and professional reasons for this. First, MPDN, which used to be a
critical and independent paper, specialised in reporting on China’s current affairs.
The political stance of its founder and former journalist-turned-proprietor, Louis
Cha, had been an asset for this paper. The paper was particularly acclaimed in
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the 1970s and 1980s for acting as a ‘critical friend’ of China.355 In the late 1980s,
Louis Cha was successfully enlisted to do Chinese united front work, and was
appointed a delegate to the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference.
Contrary to his previous political leanings towards democracy, his political
stance had since become conservative and thus controversial, in particular, with
regards to the promulgation of the Basic Law consequent to the Sino-British
Declarations (1984), the mini-constitution that laid down the ground rules for
Hong Kong’s future as a Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the PRC come
1997. At the high point of his political career, he sold most of his shares in
MPDN to a young Hong Kong Chinese businessman, Yu Pun-hoi, whose main
goal was to create his own media empire by using MPDN as a stepping stone to
the mainland market.356 At the same time, MPDN continued to play an important
role in monitoring and reporting on the latest developments in China, in particu-
lar, its economic and reform policies.357

On the political front, MPDN’s once vigorous support for mainland grassroot
reform, such as the 1989 Beijing student movement, had become muted follow-
ing a crackdown all over the country. The phasing out of dissident news was to
be replaced by a unique feature of the transition period,358 that is, the expansion
of news about China, with special attention to the on-the-spot reportage that
attracted both local young professionals as well as their mainland counterparts
coming to Hong Kong. The growth in first-hand reporting on China was in
demand both domestically and internationally. Undoubtedly, as Hong Kong
moved towards the handover year of 1997, this demand became all the more
urgent. Another pragmatic reason was the growing western interest in doing
business with, or investing in, China. This was given impetus when China
embraced an open market economy after the late senior Chinese leader, Deng
Xiaoping, reconfirmed the ‘Southern Progress’ policy359 by touring the Special
Economic Zone of Shenzhen in south China in 1992.360

For practical reasons, local newspaper organisations started to employ main-
landers. They had the edge over local journalists because of their apparent good
connections and understanding of the political landscape there. Nevertheless, in
the case of Xi, this “native-informer” perspective proved insufficient, even
problematic as the Chinese authorities both expected and insisted that reporters
on the China beat, whether mainlander or otherwise, to abide by its standard for
journalistic practices.361

On this occasion, China punished one of its own nationals who chose to
reside in Hong Kong and work for a Hong Kong press.362 It is unlikely that the
Chinese authorities expected the outcry the case triggered in all walks of life in
the colony. The confrontation happened because Hong Kong was about to revert
to China. In these specific circumstances, a seemingly one-off journalistic inci-
dent turned into an unprecedented head-on confrontation between Hong Kong
and China.
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Nature of news coverage: a story in three phases

MPDN ‘s coverage of Xi Yang’s case tended towards selective factual reporting
at times. This could be seen in its headlines. At the start of Xi Yang’s detention,
the daily tended to use Chinese authorities as their main source of information.
For instance, on the day the news broke, its headline was ‘Beijing said Ming Pao
Daily News reporter broke the national security law so he was arrested’363 and
the news source was Xinhua (New China) News Agency. It also named pro-
China politicians, and a top Chinese official in Hong Kong, in headlines, who
either showed their sympathy or promised to find out more details about the
arrest and the charge for the paper.364

In another instance, the headline showed the restrictive nature of the Chinese
authorities in respect of press freedom: ‘Xinhua (New China News Agency)
News official said, “It is unrealistic to withdraw the rules and regulations
imposed on Hong Kong coverage of mainland news”.’ Even under such restric-
tions, the paper held high hopes that the incident would be resolved quickly.
There was a conciliatory tone, for example, one headline praised security offi-
cials, saying ‘Officials of state security bureau are polite and friendly.365

Although MPDN’s management had made contact with the Chinese authorities,
it was hard for its readers to share the artificially induced optimism encapsulated
in the Chinese promise that ‘the matter will be resolved soon’.

MPDN also juxtaposed non-related, and sometimes contradictory messages,
in the headlines apparently to bring out the pros and cons of the argument, for
instance, ‘Allen Lee [a Hong Kong legislator] intends to understand more about
the incident; state security bureau refuses to accept signatory letter by Ming Pao
Daily News’ editorial department’.366 On another occasion, the juxtaposition of
two messages in a headline helped to set up an impending confrontation which:
‘Beijing arrests Xi Yang according to the state security law; Ming Pao Daily
News presses for open and fair trial’.367 Sometimes the contrast between two dif-
ferent official lines in the same headline revealed a thorn in Sino-British rela-
tions, for instance, ‘Hong Kong government urges clarification of Xi Yang
incident; Beijing Foreign Ministry says there is no need’.368 MPDN and other
groups had pressed hard for details of the secret trial, the Chinese authorities
disclosed through a semi-official news outlet, China News Services. However,
sometimes the Chinese position was counter-balanced in the same headline by
MPDN’s own position: ‘Chinese official line: Xi Yang submits secrets to be
published in Ming Pao Daily News; however, the paper believes that Xi only
fulfils his reporting duty’.369

Apart from its headlines, the paper used special graphics showing a count for
chalking up the number of days Xi has been arrested, for instance, the hap-
penings of the second day, the third day, the fourth day and so on, thus high-
lighting the unlawful detention by the Chinese authorities.370 In spite of this
adoption of graphics, the news coverage of the paper on the detention and before
the formal arrest was relatively inconspicuous, though the story usually
appeared on the first page of news.371
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The special graphics were also used to give the gist of the news showing the
paper’s perspective, especially after a higher court upheld the previous verdict.
For instance, in the first two weeks of Xi’s detention, as described above, MPDN
used the special graphics to highlight the number of days Xi had been held in
detention. The graphics were later used usually to show the different sides of the
story, namely, the official Chinese line, and those of the British and Hong Kong
governments, local politicians and Xi’s supporters. Sometimes the paper put
more emphasis on events.

Besides, the news layout changed and shifted strategically as events
unfolded. There was a sudden twist on the third day of Xi’s arrest. The day
before, the paper had published an editorial entitled: ‘To help Xi Yang to get a
fair and reasonable trial.’ But the next day, the proprietor openly offered an
apology to China. In an effort not to undermine its credibility, the paper
managed to hide its self-contradictory position by billing an inconsistent
message in its headline: ‘If Xi Yang committed a crime because of work, Ming
Pao Daily News will apologize on his behalf. However, the group’s chairman
reiterates that the paper will not change its stand on covering the news event’.372

In an apparent effort to compensate for its embarrassing apology, the paper
displayed related news quite prominently. It started by allocating half a page on
the first news page to related news, together with the paper’s statement, and
responses from the Taiwan press, the Hong Kong Journalists Association and
political parties. On the fourth day, the paper again allocated half the first news
page to its editorial and news reporting, and showed a big picture of the three
senior editorial managers of the paper briefing reporters on the progress of the
case.

The newspaper’s sudden admission on Xi’s behalf that he had committed
unlawful deeds provoked internal controversy and external dispute. The paper’s
excuse that it was adopting a bargaining position to facilitate Xi’s early release
was received negatively. On the same day, the daily used local and overseas
responses to point out that the Xi case was adversely affecting press freedom.
For instance, the page was filled with comments from Taiwanese culture and
media representatives saying that the Xi case was ‘a threat to press freedom’.
Pro-democratic legislators were interviewed and their comments on the Xi case
appeared in the paper, including quotes such as, ‘a very important signal to
Hong Kong’ and ‘have to clarify the reasonableness of the incident’.373

However, there was no further justification for why the paper had dumped its
earlier argument that its reporter was only doing his job in China and had not
engaged in any criminal activities.

Unsurprisingly, the paper changed its stance again when its apology strategy
did not pay off, this time focusing on the protest against Chinese suppression
consequent to the court announcement of Xi’s sentence. It sometimes gave the
news a full-page treatment; at other times, the news was scattered throughout the
inside pages.

MPDN actively orchestrated a protest campaign after the appeal court upheld
the previous verdict. It vigorously protested, not only by allocating the whole
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front page to news and pictures related to the public protests, but also by pub-
lishing a full page of messages from readers, and the paper’s call for further
letters, cartoons, drawings or any other kind of messages to be sent to the paper
in the self-addressed envelope printed on the paper.

As well as using headlines and layout to relay the paper’s main message, the
paper also made full use of the effect of news pictures to support its aim of
‘propagating’ the truth, and thus further mobilising public opinion. When the
paper changed its stance to offer an apology, it printed prominent pictures of its
proprietor being interviewed by reporters. He used the occasion to announce that
the paper would apologise, despite the fact that he and the management insisted
that their reporter had always covered news professionally.

After Xi was given a heavy sentence, news pictures appeared showing the
general sentiment of MPDN and the profession in general. Prominent pictures
showed a series of campaigning actions, for example, journalists and members
of the public taking to the streets, and MPDN ‘s staff holding a sit-in protest
together with a 72-hour hunger strike. The pictures tellingly showed the pro-
prietor lending his support to his staff by visiting their sit-in demonstration
and appearing as the leading figure in his staff-initiated street demonstration.
This helped to cover up explicit differences between the interests of the propri-
etor (who was more concerned with the paper’s good relationship with China
and its business prospects) and those of perhaps the senior management and
certainly rank-and-file journalists (who were more concerned with the well-
being of the jailed journalist). Pictures thus helped to demonstrate the apparent
solidarity between newspaper employer and employees, sympathisers
included.

In the beginning, MPDN tended to relay and play up Chinese official sources. It
also played down British sources, and even openly rejected their concerns and
offer of assistance. This apparently was as a result of pressure from the Chinese
authorities. The paper, however, used the excuses of not wanting to ‘politicise’ a
purely journalistic incident, and of further aggravating the far from amicable rela-
tions between the Chinese and British governments.374 Another reason might also
have been that the paper believed it could negotiate with the Chinese authorities
using its own power as a media organisation.

Indeed, MPDN had been known to use go-betweens to resolve the
‘dispute’.375 The paper published the latest news on Xi Yang creating an opti-
mistic atmosphere by using Chinese allies or officials as sources. This reliance
on one particular channel of sources contributed to a biased assessment of the
whole situation that did not have the endorsement of the paper’s own staff. Thus
when Xi was sentenced, the paper published a remark made by one of its staff
that ‘the low profile contributed to Xi’s heavy sentence’.376 This manipulation of
information was also pointed out by Martin Lee, the chairman of the opposition
United Democrats, who criticised conservative/ pro-China legislators for saying
that they were waiting for the result of the appeal as an excuse for refusing to
sign the signatory campaign to the Chinese leadership.377 These criticisms were
not, however, reflected in the paper’s editorial position.
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Apart from using one-sided sources, MPDN appeared to adhere to profes-
sional reporting standards, but at times it exploited the chance to make news.
For instance, during the paper’s shift in position, the paper printed a full tran-
script of the interview with its own proprietor to explain his concerns and think-
ing. This kind of ‘scoop’ story could be found later (for example, after Xi was
released, his only interview appeared in MPDN), but more often consisted of
pictures showing either the proprietor lending support to his staff or senior man-
agement sharing the anger of its staff.

After Xi Yang’s sentence was handed down by the Beijing court, the paper
explicitly made use of its layout and allocation of pages to highlight the con-
frontation. It also printed a selection of editorials from ten mainstream news-
papers protesting against the heavy sentence.378

When the paper chose to engage in vigorous protesting and lobbying for
domestic and foreign help, it used grass-roots organisations and ordinary people
as its sources. It even made use of anonymous or pseudonymous letters, car-
toons, drawings or one-sentence messages posted to the paper, which
demonstrated the general sentiment of the community at large. The nature of
sources employed could be seen as both homogenous and highly selective, as
the information was largely used to support the paper’s main campaign goal.

Furthermore the paper also gave space to personal human interest columns
and articles written by Xi’s father, his colleagues and unrelated contributors. All
these articles had a common purpose, that is, to create an image of Xi Yang as a
kind-hearted and obedient son: he had saved people after the Tongshan (not far
from Beijing) earthquake in the late 1970s; he had been respectful and obedient
to his sick mother; he was not afraid of difficulties, and had published a book.
From the perspective of his colleague on the China news desk, Xi was a
conscientious, hard-working journalist. Xi’s colleague also wrote an analysis
attempting to counter the Chinese authorities’ argument that Xi’s reports had
caused the country serious economic loss. His column analysed the fluctuations
in interest rates so as to prove that the Chinese government should have
increased its revenue and showed that Xi’s reports constituted a way of testing
public opinion. It also cited other sources such as in the Beijing-funded daily,
Wen Wei Po.

This is not to say that MPDN should or should not have invited Xi’s relatives
and co-workers to contribute this information; only that it was unusual for the
Hong Kong press, and in particular for an independent paper, to set aside such
prominent space for what was not strictly a news feature item. For instance,
before Xi’s case, another mainland journalist, Gao Yu, was given a heavy sen-
tence in China for the alleged crime of leaking state secrets. In contrast, she had
not received such prominent and insistent reportage on her background, together
with related news stories.

At the peak of the protest against Xi’s sentence, a full page, or even two
pages, of readers’ letters, supporting notes and other text messages filled the
news section, alongside prominent pictures of Xi Yang. To get the paper’s point
across, opinion and editorial sections printed consecutive high-sounding editorials,
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together with sympathetic contributors’ articles. Related news stories were
played up, and inside the news page an envelope was printed encouraging
readers or letter writers to reveal their contact address and write to protest
directly.

A comparison of MPDN ‘s coverage of the release of Xi Yang with its
reports of three years before undoubtedly gave readers a feeling that Hong Kong
had entered a new era – one of decolonisation and sinicisation (change to a
mainland Chinese style of conduct).

In late January 1997, the news headline read ‘Xi Yang comes back!’ Other
related news filled up the whole first news page. The editorial, entitled, ‘A unifi-
cation ending’, denoted a complete appeasement of the Chinese authorities,
without any mention of the injustices involved in putting a journalist behind bars
for three and a half years. Instead, it hailed Xi’s parole release as marking a
‘lenient spirit’ on the part of the Chinese Judicial Ministry. According to MPDN,
the release was a ‘thoughtful consideration’ of Xi Yang’s special circumstances
by the Chinese Government; it coincided with the Chinese Lunar New Year and
so was presented as a ‘new year present’ to Xi’s family, and also an occasion for
reunion for MPDN’s big family.

The kindness of the Chinese government has realised the long-standing
wish of all Ming Pao Daily News staff. Beijing’s early release of Xi has
created a harmonious atmosphere prior to the handover. . . . It has allayed
Hong Kong people’s worries. Chinese leniency towards Xi Yang and his
early release demonstrate Beijing’s wish to maintain stability and ensure a
better outlook for Hong Kong’s future. This kind-heartedness will be appre-
ciated by all the Hong Kong people. . . . Xi Yang’s case has closed with his
return in time for reunification. Therefore, we would like to thank the
Chinese government and all other officials.379 (emphasis added)

In the 1,000-word editorial, the writer used the words ‘leniency’, ‘kind-hearted’
and ‘kindness’ more than once to describe the action of the Chinese authorities,
including the Judicial Ministry, and used words and phrases such as ‘grateful’,
‘happy ending’ and ‘harmonious and moving atmosphere’ to express the paper’s
gratitude for Xi’s release.

In addition, there was a separate statement by the new owner, Tiong Hiew-
king, a Malaysian Chinese businessman, printed under the name of the paper,
giving a personal welcome to, and expression of gratitude for, this Chinese
leniency. The statement also asked reporters and the like not to disturb Xi’s
ailing father in Beijing.

In the news item describing Xi’s comeback and his father’s gratitude for
Chinese leniency, Xi Yang in fact did not express gratitude. Rather he thanked
all those who had been concerned for his well-being. Xi reportedly said,

I am happy and moved because I am on parole release and could come back
to Hong Kong and come back to Ming Pao Daily News where I previously
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worked. My parole is a surprise for me and for my family. I suppose it is
also good news for my company. To all Hong Kong people, the news is also
a blessing. I believe and hope this harmonious atmosphere and confidence
will prevail as the theme of the year 1997. I believe all Hong Kong people
share my wishes. I wish to thank all my colleagues and all the others. I’ll
pray for Hong Kong and all the people.380

With his imprisonment following an unfair trial, it did not make sense for Xi
Yang to thank the Chinese authorities. He could not, however, speak his mind
freely because of the restrictions in the terms of his parole. MPDN’s layout of its
news was highly selective, and only reported on what the paper wanted the
reader to know or recall. Apart from the headline news, the editorial and
MPDN’s statement, there was a press release by Xinhua News Agency officially
announcing that Xi’s repentance provided the rationale for his release on parole;
a statement ‘wishing everyone good luck in 1997’ by Xi’s father, Xi Linsheng; a
brief report on parole regulation according to Chinese criminal law; a brief
response from the Hong Kong governor proclaiming ‘good news before Chinese
Lunar New Year’; and a short piece written by a reporter who witnessed Xi
Yang’s arrival at Hong Kong airport and his emotional welcome by colleagues
in his newsroom.

The news coverage of the release did not make any reference to the campaign
and protest launched three years before. Even more problematically, there was no
acknowledgement of the unfairness of the trial nor of the jailed reporter’s own
insistence on his innocence throughout the ordeal. The only voice countering all
the ‘good news’ was that of the Hong Kong Journalists Association, which stated
that ‘Xi’s release before the handover signifies positive news. But the union
always believed Xi only performed his duty as a reporter and he is innocent.’ The
union expressed the hope that the ‘Chinese authorities would respect Hong Kong
journalists’ rights and freedom to cover news in mainland China’. It seems that
this discordant reaction was not appreciated by the daily, as it was buried at the
end of the Hong Kong Governor’s welcoming reaction, without even a subtitle.
The paper also printed several prominent emotionally loaded pictures showing a
grinning Xi Yang beside a huge cake at a welcome party; Xi’s emotional reunion
with his elderly father; Xi sitting at his desk in the office with his colleagues; and
close-ups of Xi opening a bottle of champagne and slicing the cake. All these fea-
tures contributed to the construction of the so-called ‘harmonious’ scene through
which the paper compromised its independent and critical stance.

On the day following Xi’s release, the conciliatory tone was further elaborated
in a special feature report. This sentimental piece, which was entitled ‘Reunion of
Xi and his father, silence is golden’ and written by a reporter with a by-line, cited
Xi Yang talking about his life in prison. He had ‘privileges’, for example, he was
allowed time to learn Buddhism and practice qigong (a meditation exercise that
can help to improve one’s health). Every morning and evening, he would practice
Zen meditation to relax and avoid negative thinking. ‘Now I can even help heal
others by massage, though I am not yet very good at it.’ He continued:
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I am privileged in that I didn’t have to do labourous work. Apart from the
three daily meals, I have read a lot of books and have drawn a lot of paint-
ings . . . the prison permits inmates to subscribe to journals and periodicals;
the newspaper is the official Beijing Daily. Every night I could watch televi-
sion news . . . sometimes I played chess, sometimes I read books: novels,
prose, biographies, history, philosophy, political theories . . . all kinds of
topics are accessible.381

According to this special report, Xi’s three-year term of unjust imprisonment
seemed to be a sojourn of rest and nourishment.

However, the independent daily could not afford not to print remarks by one
of the major campaigners for Xi’s release. At the end of the special report on Xi
Yang, there was a short news report of less than 300 words, entitled ‘ “Operation
to Save Xi Yang” welcomes the release of Xi Yang’. However, the content did
not exactly match the headline. The report opened by saying, ‘ “Operation to
Save Xi Yang” issued a statement yesterday to welcome Xi’s release back to
Hong Kong but the group pointed out that the release of Xi Yang could not
reduce Hong Kong people’s worry about future press freedom.’ The story was
interrupted, however, by a brief description of how Xi Yang passed his first day
in Hong Kong. It was followed by another paragraph from the statement by the
group, ‘Operation to Save Xi Yang’, saying,

Xi Yang should have been released three years ago. His current release was
the result of the concerted effort of various Hong Kong parties. The group is
concerned that Tian Ye, the mainlander who provided news information for
Xi Yang, is still in jail.382

On the following day, there was no news about Xi Yang apart from a 150-word
clarification from a senior Chinese official in Hong Kong. In the brief report
entitled ‘Xi Yang’s parole is in accordance with Chinese law’, a vice-director of
Xinhua News Agency, Zhang Junsheng, was quoted as saying that ‘The parole of
Xi Yang was done in accordance with Chinese law. The Chinese authorities did
not release Xi in order to create a good political atmosphere during Hong
Kong’s period of transition. However, he added, “I think all are happy, though,
to have such an outcome”.’383

Analysis

In spite of the fact that there is strong evidence of manipulation in terms of
form and content with regards to the reportage on the Xi case, MPDN largely
maintained its outlook as an independent paper, initially seeking to negotiate
with the Chinese authorities, and later mounting a fierce defence against Chinese
coercion. Undoubtedly, the paper’s editorial line highlighted the ideological
nature of this confrontation between two different systems.

When Xi was convicted, the paper questioned ‘what kind of crime has Xi
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Yang committed knowingly?’384 On the following day, under the headline
‘Reporter’s duty is to find out the truth’, the paper attacked the Chinese authori-
ties’ allegation that Xi Yang persuaded an ‘insider’ (Tian Ye, a mainland finance
officer) to spy and steal finance information for an ‘outsider’ (MPDN), saying that
it was normal practice for independent reporters in Hong Kong and the western
world to find out the truth for their readers. In its third consecutive editorial, the
writer echoed the Hong Kong Journalists Association’s argument385 by saying that
Xi did not have an open trial in accordance with the law, so the trial was in fact
unlawful. It went on to say that although the Chinese authorities alleged that Xi’s
crime was spying and stealing information for MPDN to publish, the Chinese offi-
cial version of the events proved that Xi was not engaged in any spying activ-
ities.386 The fourth editorial, under the title ‘We are in the same boat through
stormy weather; fairness stays within our hearts’, signified a shift in MPDN’s posi-
tion of addressing the Hong Kong public at large by referring to an independent
survey commissioned by the paper. The poll’s findings showed that a majority of
respondents largely supported the paper’s argument that there was not sufficient
evidence to justify Xi’s guilt and that the sentence was too heavy.

When the appeal court upheld Xi’s sentence, MPDN could not express its
anger and frustration, but, as stated above, left its editorial blank save for 20
Chinese characters saying: ‘Salute to our reporter Xi Yang; in the wake of
Chinese oppression we might as well throw our pens away to protest against the
Chinese judicial system.’387 In this rare move of leaving its editorial blank, the
daily not only questioned Chinese press freedom, but it also pointed to a miscar-
riage of justice. However, the editorial stopped short of pointing out the heart of
the matter, which was in fact a structural problem: that there are no checks and
balances in an authoritarian system, and that China needed a representative and
democratic political system. On the following day, the paper printed another edi-
torial stating that a ‘journalist is not a government’s mouthpiece, he/she should
be the people’s eyes and ears’. However, these eloquent editorials elicited no
response from the Chinese government, nor any improvement in Xi’s position.
Apparently, MPDN had totally failed in its negotiations with the Chinese
regime, which insisted on imposing its control over the Hong Kong press.

Conclusion

In hindsight, we can see that MPDN was pursuing its own agenda in favour of
press freedom, and how the paper actually succeeded in producing a social
movement in that direction. On the other hand, the daily was so involved in the
case that it was manipulated by the Chinese authorities and their allies.388 In
some instances, it appeared not to know where it stood – whether it supported
the principle of press freedom or its journalist’s freedom to report about China
or its good relations with Chinese authorities – or why it fought the battle.
Therefore its strategies of dealing with this crisis swung from one end of the
pendulum to the other, fluctuating according to the whims of the proprietor/top
management as they listened to various channels of so-called Chinese advice.
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Apart from external pressures, there was also peer pressure from internal
forces to do something for their jailed reporter. The staff was seen as taking the
lead in initiating demonstrations and protests against Chinese coercion.

The proprietors’ influence was clear, for example, in 1993–1994 Yu Pun-hoi
openly apologised to the Chinese authorities, and in 1997, Tiong Hiew-king
made a personal statement welcoming Xi’s release on parole. The lobbying and
campaigning for Xi’s release was initially represented as a battle for press
freedom, but later as political circumstances changed the paper followed a
policy of conciliation under Chinese pressure. The paper’s editorial position in
its post-release coverage revealed a daunting political influence. However, this
political influence took a different form in the popular daily, Oriental Daily
News.

Oriental Daily News

Oriental Daily News (ODN) is generally regarded as being a relatively
independent and popular paper.389 It can be characterised as a mass circulation,
grass-roots paper concentrating largely on Hong Kong, whose aim is to speak
out for the less fortunate.390 This Chinese-language daily was historically con-
nected to Taiwan, but had adjusted its position since the 1980s apparently in
anticipation of the change of sovereignty in 1997. In the coverage of the Xi
Yang case, the news was usually succinct and factual. At times the news reports
could be so telling that they became subtly analytical. The daily generally made
use of sources of information, including official ones, to clarify its position.

Nature of news coverage: a study in distancing

ODN sometimes used its headlines to bring out the tensions underlying the
subject matter. For instance, when the Chinese authorities announced the official
arrest of Xi Yang after detaining him for a fortnight, the headline read, ‘Beijing
alleges a Hong Kong reporter admitting to stealing secrets, and officially arrests
him according to national security law. Ming Pao Daily News hopes there will
be a fair trial and a clarification of the boundaries for news coverage.’391 The
headline itself suggests that the Chinese authorities had the upper hand. Indeed,
the report began by quoting Xinhua News Agency who set out the Chinese posi-
tion, according to which the incident was not related to press reporting.
However, the argument was countered by the quotation of MPDN’s reaction that
the paper believed Xi Yang innocent. This counter-argument was further sup-
ported by a remark from the News Executives Association in Hong Kong,
according to which MPDN had not published important financial secrets. The
report ended by stating the concerns of the two largest political parties in Hong
Kong, the Liberal Party and the main opposition party, the United Democrats.392

Also, its headlines helped to reveal the issues at stake and bring out the twists
in the story. For instance, on the day following Xi’s official arrest, there was a
news report entitled ‘The way Ming Pao Daily News reported on the Xi Yang
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incident apparently invited Beijing criticism; Ming Pao Daily News has been
tipped off that if it takes a low profile, Xi Yang will be released’. According to a
senior source at MPDN, the ODN report said, MPDN had made contact with
Chinese sources. ODN disclosed that Chinese sources had told MPDN that print-
ing the news of the Xi case on its first news page constituted a ‘confrontation’.
Such high profile reporting apparently upset the Chinese authorities, so that the
case was formally sent to the court; this hindered the process of a private settle-
ment. The ODN report added that MPDN insisted that Xi had conducted his
reporting in a normal professional manner, and had reiterated its position that,
prior to an open and fair trial, Xi should be considered innocent.393

In such a highly sensitive and political case, ODN protected the anonymity of
its sources so as to avoid exposing those concerned to possible Chinese
reprisals. At times, however, by quoting Chinese officials or Chinese allies as
the main protagonists, and putting their names in the headlines, ODN subtly
identified those who were pulling the strings, real or imaginary, behind the
scenes. For instance, the daily quoted senior Chinese officials in the headlines,
including the vice-director of New China News Agency, Zhang Junsheng;394 the
Chinese Justice Minister, Xiao Yang;395 the Chinese delegate to the Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference, Tsui Si-min;396 the vice-director of
the Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office, State Ministry, Wang Qiren;397 and
the deputy to the National People’s Congress, Cheng Yiu-tong.398 On the other
hand, in the headlines ODN also named professional bodies and political groups
that acted as opposition forces, so readers could easily tell which sources were
more authoritative and which arguments might be more accurate. The opposition
forces included the Hong Kong Journalists Association,399 the Committee to
Protect Journalists,400 British journalists401 and the Hong Kong Legislative
Council.402

Apart from identifying the main players or involved parties in the headlines,
the choice of adjectives used helped to signify the level of community involve-
ment, and the strength of emotion in the public at large. For instance, after the
appeal court upheld the original sentence, ODN used strong words such as
‘angry’ in the news story entitled ‘Hong Kong Journalists are angry with the
appeal as it is not done in accordance with law, they urge the release of trial
details and stress that people from all walks of life wish the whole verdict be
disclosed.’403 However, the story itself only included reactions from pro-PRC
politicians urging an explanation and transparency in the trial, apart from the
main opposition reaction, rather than presenting the views of the so-called ‘all
walks of life’. It seems to be the case that the daily assumed that the urge for
transparency could be viewed as generally representative since it came from
across the political spectrum.

The choice of language also reveals the political perspective of ODN, for
instance, expressions like ‘a show’,404 ‘trial not fair’,405 ‘heavy-handed
sentence’,406 were used to describe the appeal.407 After the appeal, ODN reported
that more than ‘100 groups’408 had joined forces to save Xi Yang, and on the
following day, the United Democrats had got 8,500 signatures409 posted outside
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the Hong Kong headquarters of Xinhua News Agency to support Xi Yang. These
numbers represented a collective protest against the Chinese decision, and made
the headlines appear more impressive.

The general stance of ODN towards the Xi Yang case is apparent, since it
printed stories with pictures on its first Hong Kong news page410 to chart devel-
opments in the case, such as the change in the political position of MPDN, the
protest march, demonstration and hunger strike organised by MPDN’s staff, and
so on. Also its coverage could be critical at times, for example, it revealed
Chinese manipulation of the news media, including MPDN, through coercion
and advice from China’s allies.411

It is evident that the strategy of ODN reporting was not to take sides, but it
was not neutral either. In another example of its critical approach, it quoted a
disillusioned senior Chinese official in charge of Hong Kong propaganda, Lo
Fu, so as to highlight the miscarriage of justice of Xi’s appeal trial. Lo Fu, a
former Hong Kong editor of a China-funded evening newspaper, New Evening
Post, who had endured house arrest in Beijing for ten years for the alleged
crime of leaking state secrets, was quoted as describing Xi’s appeal trial as ‘a
show put out by the Chinese authorities’. Lo Fu pointed out that Xi Yang and
his co-defendant, Tian Ye, appeared in the news footage of China Central Tele-
vision (CCTV) covering the appeal trial. However, since Tian Ye had not
appealed, there was no reason why he showed up in court. Thus, Lo Fu report-
edly concluded that this demonstrated that the Chinese authorities were not
acting in accordance with the law.412 There was further evidence for this in
CCTV broadcasting footage, which showed that more than 100 Beijing inhabit-
ants were seen to be witnesses in that secret trial, but neither Xi Yang’s family
members nor Xi Yang’s company were informed that the trial was to be held on
that day.

Although the paper occasionally used critical sources, it usually used authori-
tative official sources, namely the Chinese and the British or Hong Kong gov-
ernments, since one of the main factors affecting the negotiations in Xi Yang’s
case was the Sino-British tension. For instance, ODN published a senior Chinese
official’s ‘no meddling’ warning to the Hong Kong governor and the British
government.413 Two days later, the paper published a follow-up story stating that
the ‘British Embassy and Hong Kong government continue to be concerned
about the Xi Yang incident, they urge an early clarification of the alleged crimi-
nal offence and ask for an open and fair trial.’414

The daily also printed stories from non-official sources, from professional
and political outlets. However, the non-official sources were usually used to
counter Chinese arguments, or criticise the Chinese authoritarian measures taken
against this lone Hong Kong reporter.

On other occasions, the daily effectively made use of anonymous sources to
indicate the underlying causes behind the twists and turns in the case. These
news reports pointed to manipulation by the Chinese authorities. For instance, a
story attributed to an anonymous source at MPDN disclosed how Chinese
sources denounced MPDN’s reports, and the paper was thus depicted as being
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harassed by the Chinese authorities for its independent handling of news reports
related to Xi’s ordeal.415

ODN printed another news story tracing and uncovering the reason behind
MPDN’s sudden change of position when it offered both an open apology and
admission of the alleged crime on behalf of its reporter. The news report of
ODN cited anonymous sources pointing to the implicit conflict of interest
between MPDN’s proprietor and his staff, indicating that MPDN’s proprietor,
Yu Pun-hoi, was advised by Chinese sources to accept three conditions openly,
so as to secure Xi Yang’s early release. The three conditions, according to ODN,
were that MPDN must openly admit: its reporter had committed a criminal
offence; apologise to the Chinese authorities; and reject any help or assistance
from the British and Hong Kong governments.416 By attributing the story to
anonymous sources, ODN could reveal the complications in the Xi case. The
paper also demonstrated its independence without taking the risk of offending
the Chinese authorities.

ODN did not directly comment on the Xi case except at three key moments,
that is, when Xi’s first trial verdict became known, when he lost his appeal and
when he was released on parole. ODN consistently maintained its independence
and critical stance throughout the case. In its first editorial, entitled ‘Chinese
implementation of justice is in doubt’, the headline itself demonstrated its crit-
ical position. In the editorial, there was a strong argument throughout, saying
that China had engaged in a ‘black-box operation’ from the start of the investi-
gation to the first trial, so it was hard to convince people that Xi Yang had a fair,
just and reasonable trial. It also criticised the matters that Xi’s family members
and his employer were not formally informed of the verdict, which was only
conveyed through the Federation of All China Journalists, a semi-official profes-
sional organisation. The editorial concluded that it was obvious that the heavy
sentence had a political function, that is, to intimidate the Hong Kong press so as
to prevent similar journalistic behaviour. Although senior Chinese officials
stated that the case would not affect Hong Kong reporters covering mainland
Chinese news, the editorial said, this was not credible.

In its second editorial on the case, ODN suggested that the outcome of Xi’s
appeal had damaged Hong Kong people’s confidence in the future. The editorial
added that the Xi case was a vivid example of the discrepancy between the two
systems, the Hong Kong and the Chinese, as regards press freedom.417

After Xi Yang’s release, ODN’s editorial pointed to the heart of the matter,
that is ‘Xi Yang regains his freedom and it is an end to a thorn in the Sino-Hong
Kong relationship’. Unlike MPDN’s editorial, ODN explicitly looked back over
the past three years and examined why the case had attracted such strong
protests locally. It concluded that the Chinese authorities needed to understand
and tolerate Hong Kong’s value systems, and to engage in a two-way communi-
cation so as to help the ‘one country, two systems’ scheme live up to its name.418

The post-release coverage of ODN was comprehensive, and remained subtly
critical of the Chinese handling of the Xi case. On the one hand, it reported the
gratitude of Xi’s whole family and the welcome Xi Yang got back in Hong

74 Reporting on a jailed journalist



Kong. On the other hand, the news report explained why Xi Yang could not
answer reporters’ questions, mainly because he was restricted from speaking
freely because of his parole conditions. However, though Xi Yang remained
silent about his own case, neither did he indicate his gratitude for Chinese
‘leniency’. He only said his release was a piece of good news for his family and
company. It was also a blessing for the Hong Kong people, and he hoped such a
harmonious atmosphere would prevail for the year 1997. The report also
reminded readers that the Xi case had aroused grave concerns for all walks of
life in Hong Kong. Unlike MPDN’s editorial, that of ODN was revealing, and
served as a footnote to the so-called ‘happy ending’.

Its post-release coverage also followed up on and investigated the real reasons
behind the lenient release. On the second day of Xi’s release, ODN printed a head-
line story clarifying some conciliatory remarks made by MPDN. In its story enti-
tled ‘Beijing attempts to create a political atmosphere as the provisional legislative
council elects its chairperson, so China releases Xi’, it argued that the timing of Xi
Yang’s release was chosen by Beijing to coincide with the election of the chairper-
son of the provisional legislative council, which was set up by the Chinese authori-
ties to replace the incumbent legislative council on the day of the handover. Both
the nature, and election procedure, of the provisional legislative council had
attracted criticism and concerns locally and internationally.419 Also, ODN’s news
reports covered the reaction of ‘Operation to Save Xi Yang’, a group which cam-
paigned for his release. The group criticised China for not admitting Xi’s inno-
cence, and stressed that Xi Yang had only been carrying out his duty as a reporter.
The group also rejected the position advocated by MPDN that Xi’s release hap-
pened out of Chinese leniency. Instead, the group pointed out that Xi obtained an
early release owing to a concerted effort by people from all walks of life in Hong
Kong. It said it had nothing to do with China’s mercy.

ODN supported the above argument by drawing parallels with a precedence:
the case of Gao Yu,420 a mainland journalist who similarly endured imprison-
ment for leaking ‘state secrets’. Gao’s son believed Xi Yang’s release had to do
with the handover which was due in six months’ time. Gao’s verdict also
seemed to be a warning to Hong Kong journalists.421

On the third day, ODN printed the reaction of the Hong Kong Governor,
Chris Patten, who raised the issue of a possible backlash against the Hong Kong
press. In that brief news report entitled ‘Fears for self-censorship by the Hong
Kong press’, Patten was quoted as saying he did not worry that the Hong Kong
press would be suppressed after the handover. Instead, he worried that there
would be self-censorship in the press. He believed Xi Yang had not violated
Chinese law, but had only fulfilled his duty as a reporter, which was to find out
the truth and report it.422

Conclusion

ODN, as the best-selling daily, covered the Xi case in a restrained and cautious
way. At first this was because the news section of the paper was highly
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competitive. Thus, in the beginning of Xi’s ordeal, the paper only allocated brief
space to its reports. Only when Xi’s heavy sentence was passed, did the paper
start to allocate half a page or a full page to reports on the development of the
case, accompanied by critical editorials. It appears that ODN was well aware of
the potential conflict of interests, as it seems to have kept its distance from the
whole incident. This strategy may also be explained as a way of not attracting
Chinese criticism. Also, it seems quite clear that its staff’s position was a lot
easier due to the owner’s apparent non-interference.423

Concluding remarks

One of the questions posed in the first section of this chapter was ‘How
independent was the press during the transition?’ It was assumed that, because
the press vigorously protested against the Chinese treatment of Xi Yang, it had
been fiercely defending its freedom. After investigating the news coverage from
the beginning to the end of the case in three mainstream papers, the analysis
reveals a complicated picture.

Still, it might be concluded at this stage that all three newspapers underwent
various degrees of changes in editorial stance in order to accommodate pressure
from the Chinese authorities. It appears that the English-language SCMP was
least affected, and MPDN most seriously affected, whereas ODN managed to
keep its relatively independent position and not bow to the pressure completely.

Yet, it seemed that the media played an active part in their own decline. The
problem is apparent in all three newspapers. MPDN, in a sense, was ‘broken’ by
Xi’s case. It made a dramatic turnaround in its coverage in Xi’s case after just a
few days, though the major influence behind the change in editorial strategy
remains unclear. For instance, did it end its high-profile campaign on Xi’s behalf
due to external pressures, or purely out of consideration for Xi’s well-being?
Was it motivated by a genuine belief that a low-profile campaign was the best
way to free Xi? Or did it reflect the natural self-censorship instincts of its propri-
etor and his subsequent instruction of, and influence on, its editorial staff?

In respect of SCMP, a comparison of its coverage at the time of Xi’s arrest
and its coverage at the time of his release shows how the paper’s attitude
shifted during this period. The shift was not the result of the controversies
surrounding Xi’s case, unlike that of MPDN. However, the change of tone
between 1994 and 1997 is apparent: it had moved from a clear position within
the western liberal framework of newspapers to being something akin to
China’s ‘friend’, who though disappointed by China’s action, was willing to
sympathise with China’s position and the difficult decisions faced by Chinese
leaders. Within this more friendly framework, the paper refrained from com-
menting on ethical issues, concentrating instead on the methods adopted by the
various interested parties.

As for ODN, it is rather difficult to fit it into the established framework. It
used distancing techniques at all stages of its coverage. While reporting fully, it
seldom displayed its own stance on the issue, despite the fact that this was an
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historic turning point in the Hong Kong media’s relationship with Beijing. In a
sense, this newspaper’s coverage is something of a yardstick. It comes from a
very different intellectual direction than that of SCMP. Although touched by the
western liberal newspaper tradition, it is a very different paper to most news-
papers in the west. Perhaps among western-style papers it is closest in spirit to a
small-town paper with a fiercely independent publisher and owner. The owner of
ODN had no aspirations to do business, media or non-media, in mainland
China.424 Generally, the paper’s main tactic in dealing with sensitive issues was
to maintain its distance, reporting without compromise, but adhering carefully to
rules of attribution and sourcing. ODN is not really part of the western liberal
newspaper tradition, otherwise it would have got rid of its pornography and
some controversial columns,425 and started giving reporters credit to their
reports. Thus the distancing appears to be done for political, not professional,
reasons.

To sum up, the editorial presentation of the media in respect of this particular
case reflects the beginning of a major decline in news professionalism. The
changes were not implemented voluntarily, but were the result of external pres-
sure, and were probably also variously countered and encouraged by peer pres-
sure and internal forces. The crucial questions behind all these editorial changes
will require an investigation of the journalists’ own perceptions.426 Before I do
that, however, I shall next undertake another textual analysis to study the media
response in the post-handover period.
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4 Reporting on the Taiwanese
presidential election
A textual analysis of news coverage in
the post-handover period

Introduction

After 1989, many former communist countries collapsed. The end of communist
political rule brought about economic change.427 In the case of China, however,
the sequence of events was reversed. Economic change took place in China
before any relaxation in political control and redistribution of political power. In
other words, the Chinese government allowed capitalism to go hand in hand
with communist rule. The capitalist economy developed within a closed political
system.428

Hong Kong reverted to Chinese rule in 1997, and holds a unique place within
Chinese politics. It is unique not only because it is an example of a capitalist
system that has come under Chinese Communist rule, but also because the
Chinese have promised it a measure of flexibility.429 This promise to Hong Kong
was unprecedented since, following the Chinese Communist Party’s take-over of
China in 1949, none of the capitalist cities managed to survive in a command
economy.430

During the late 1970s and early 1980s, the Chinese leader, Deng Xiaoping,
invented the ‘one country, two systems’ scheme in order to accommodate the
Hong Kong people who live in a system vastly different to that of their mainland
Chinese counterparts. Since 1997, the Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region (HKSAR) has been allowed to continue its capitalist economy and will
enjoy a high degree of autonomy until 2047. Despite the promise of economic
and political freedom, however, there have been restrictions imposed on political
freedom in Hong Kong.431 This has caused concern as regards the way the media
have described social changes ever since.

The role of the Hong Kong media in the post-colonial period offers some
insight into the scope of political and civil freedom in Hong Kong under
Chinese rule. The press has influenced public opinion, as far as agenda-setting
and ideological consensus are concerned, as can be seen from many scholarly
research findings during Hong Kong’s transition period.432 The press has also
tended to describe and represent social and political changes since 1997. On the
one hand, the press has helped to report on, and shape, post-colonial ideology;
on the other hand, it has also formed part of the post-colonial setting. Therefore,



it is intriguing to investigate the complicated interaction between the press and
its environment, and the political influences on the press and its subsequent
organisation of news.

Contrary to general concern in the run-up to 1997, there has been no apparent
direct repression of the press from the central government since the handover.433

However, it could be argued that the integration of state pressure and ideological
thinking through proprietary control and corporate management appeared to have
been so effective that the Chinese government did not need to resort to repressive
measures. Press freedom was effectively curtailed for business reasons.434

An integrated and chronological exploration of key media policy and media
developments can illustrate the tensions within Hong Kong. This chapter
attempts to demonstrate how state pressure and ideological thinking provoked
many of the political shifts that came to define the period. While on the surface
the Hong Kong media seemed to collaborate with, and even capitulate to,
Chinese rule, there were pockets of resistance. As the media operated within a
market economy with numerous competing interests, the response to Chinese
control was diverse and complex. In other words, the Hong Kong media’s posi-
tion was ambiguous and contradictory, resistant to a blanket theory of Chinese
control. The first section of this chapter discusses how the scope of political
freedom has been affected, and examines the shift in political culture and media
development in the post-colonial period. This is followed by an analysis of the
interaction between political influence and the media, with a close textual analy-
sis of the Taiwanese presidential election in 2000.

Background to Hong Kong

The notion that Hong Kong is part of China can be traced back to ancient
times.435 As mentioned in earlier chapters, in the late 1970s, China’s insistence
that Hong Kong should be reverted to its control arose from a nationalist
concern. While the rhetoric in official publications reaffirmed this position, the
senior Chinese leader, Deng Xiaoping, only laid down the policy for bringing
Hong Kong under central government in the early 1980s.436 Since the beginning
of that decade, the British government had sought to persuade the Chinese
government to extend the period of British administration of Hong Kong.437

However, China rejected this suggestion immediately. It argued that if China did
not reclaim Hong Kong before the end of the twentieth century, the Chinese
leadership would be no better than Li Hongjen (who was synonymous with a
traitor) who had ceded Chinese territory to a foreign imperial power during the
Qing Dynasty in the nineteenth century.

Hong Kong and its colonial context

This concern with sovereignty was not only about reclaiming the remaining
territories that fell under British control under the ‘unequal treaties’438 more than a
century ago, it was also about demonstrating that China had become ‘prosperous
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and strong’ at last.439 In fact, one of the long-standing goals set by Deng Xiaoping
to demonstrate how powerful China had become in the late 1970s and early 1980s
was to reunify Hong Kong, Taiwan and Macau (a Portuguese colony). Of China’s
three primary goals – economic growth, modernisation and unification – the latter
was particularly important for strengthening the Chinese Communist Party’s
(CCP’s) legitimacy to rule. To this end, the senior Chinese leadership promoted
itself as an architect of economic growth and a guardian of national pride.440 In
order to pursue this goal, it was decided that while China would adhere to social-
ism, the Central Government would introduce a different system for Hong Kong
and, more importantly, for Taiwan, promising that both places would be allowed
to maintain their capitalist economies, and have a high degree of autonomy with
regard to local administration. This was the scheme of ‘one country, two systems’
that especially catered to the six million ethnic Chinese in Hong Kong, and 22
million in Taiwan, who had largely lived their lives outside mainland China and
outside Communist rule. Indeed, many in both countries had fled the Chinese
regime.441 Since the CCP took over mainland China and formed the People’s
Republic of China (the PRC) in 1949, the nationalist Kuomintang (KMT) fled to
Taiwan and established its state, the Republic of China on the island.

Reunification, the Chinese Government believed, would put an end to a
century old ‘shame and humiliation’442 that China had suffered as a result of
imperialism and foreign invasion, signs of Chinese weakness. Deng Xiaoping
insisted that the return of Hong Kong fulfilled the wishes of the whole nation
and people; it was his personal ambition to come to Hong Kong in the year of
handover. He passed away, however, in early 1997. Although he never
realised his dream of coming to Hong Kong, he successfully laid down the
blueprint of ‘Hong Kong rule by Hong Kong People’ with a nationalistic
overtone.443

China’s development and historical role in Hong Kong

Chinese nationalism first arose during the 1949 Chinese Communist revolution,
although there were nineteenth-century antecedents. The reclamation of Chinese
territory was a long-standing aspiration, though the notion of nationalism was a
recent concept in modern China. It can be traced back to the call for the people’s
resistance to Japanese invasion during the second quarter of the twentieth
century. The nationalist call aimed at creating a strong sense of nation statehood,
China having undergone decades of suffering from foreign invasion and civil
war. The aim was to reclaim a national identity by unifying different ethnicities
and territorial groups. During the early twentieth century, the Chinese people
were called upon to resist their enemies, and fight. During the Chinese civil war
between the KMT and the CCP, the CCP won the war because it played upon
nationalist sentiment.444 In 1949, the government of the PRC was officially set
up.445 After that, the new sacred emblems of nationhood served also as symbols
for the party-state: Chairman Mao Tze-tung (Mao Zidong), who was portrayed
as the founder and father-figure of nation and party, the Tiananmen Square in
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Beijing, the CCP, the red flag and the National Day, all emerged in school edu-
cation as symbols of a unified Chinese identity.

This concept of nationalism, during and after the communist revolution, was
debatably imported from the west but redefined as patriotism-nationalism. The
Chinese communist triumph of 1949 brought with it a narrow, increasingly
exclusive, view of nationalism.446 In contrast to the nationalist KMT’s preserva-
tion of traditional Chinese culture in Taiwan, the nationalist ideologies of the
PRC were shaped and driven by the state and its needs.447

Under Mao, nationalism was one of the core sources of loyalty to the state. It
was also largely a mixture of political nationalism, and ethnic Han (the majority
Chinese originated from Han ethnicity) identity in which the state made an effort
to transform and monopolise the meaning of nation, and achieve a politically
driven shift in Chinese national thought.448

The changing economics in the post-Mao era opened up new economic zones.
The reform policy was intended to create space and flexibility for trade with the
outside world in the hope that the experience and investment would benefit the
whole country.449 This economic drive was behind the Chinese revitalisation of the
idea of nationalism. Concurrently, there were new demands on government to
accommodate difference. In the post-Mao era, nationalism was still defined as
‘love of the state’ but with a new dimension. In 1989, the Chinese dissident scient-
ist, Fang Li-zhi, said, ‘love of country has been indistinct from love of the state’.450

However, in modern China, this idea of patriotism-nationalism was linked to new
Chinese economic policies that were used to unify South China, Taiwan and Hong
Kong, whilst recognising their individuality. As with other terms associated with
the west, such as capitalism, the Chinese government adopted the term, but
attached to it Chinese terms of reference. For instance, in order to adapt capitalism
to the environment of socialist China, and distinguish Chinese socialism from
Soviet Union style socialism, capitalism was renamed ‘socialist market economy’
or ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’. Indeed, Deng Xiaoping said foreign
capitalist investment would enhance and supplement the socialist system. To open
certain coastal cities to the capitalist system might encourage foreign investment
that benefits the whole country.451 In this way, the political legitimacy of the CCP
would not be affected adversely, but paradoxically strengthened, especially at a
time when both Maoism and Marxism-Leninism were in decline; yet much of
Latin and South America is telling a different story.

The strange union between ‘socialism’, ‘nationalism’ and ‘capitalism’ has
created an alternative Chinese identity. The special economic zones that
emerged and flourished along China’s coast in the post-Mao era eventually
formed the so-called ‘southern narrative’ of Chinese identity.452 The special
zones and economic practices were initially portrayed as exceptions to Chinese-
ness, as a form of ‘otherness’. But over time, and through strategic leadership,
the Special Economic Zones (SEZ) came to represent national aspirations and a
shift in the paradigm of China’s national identity. This redefinition of Chinese
identity to include a ‘southern narrative’ has enabled people from the southern
province of Guangdong, the city of Shanghai, the coastal province of Fujian and
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other cities of the coastal south to repudiate the historical myth of a single and
unified image, that of the northern Chinese. In contrast to an inward-looking
national image built upon the northern interior, the southern narrative posited a
new national identity, one that was business-oriented, open, internationally inter-
active, decentralised and that allowed for the emergence of southern cultural tra-
ditions.453 The modernising Chinese culture of the coastal treaty ports provided a
potential alternative to the ideas of national identity of the two main Chinese
rival parties across the Taiwan Strait, the KMT and the CCP.454

However, state-defined nationalism is very different from popular national-
ism. Official nationalism was almost a synonym for ‘patriotism’, which requires
the people to support the socialist state unconditionally, and to love their mother
country, regardless of whether they believe in the system or not. Also, the
people are supposed to help the mother country to establish political stability
and economic development.455 To serve this larger cause, official nationalism
tweaked to accommodate popular nationalism. In this way, the notion of one
country, two systems was designed to reclaim a territory separated from the
mainland such as Hong Kong. The return of this territory was so significant to
China that it was willing to give concessions to ease this political transaction,
and also to woo Taiwan into unification with China.456

Official ‘nationalism’ tried to accommodate a wider group of people, allow-
ing flexibility for a more diverse kind of nationalism. This opened up the ‘south-
ern narratives’. The specific result of the ‘patriotism-nationalism’ policy in
South China, Taiwan and Hong Kong was the unique concept of ‘one country,
two systems’ in Hong Kong. Deng Xiaoping said the ruling elite of Hong Kong
should be patriots, by which he meant the senior officials there had to support
the Central Government’s policy.457 Hong Kong, with its history of geopolitical
limitation and constraint, seemed to be satisfied with Chinese nationalism as
long as it accommodated its economic and cultural differences. Unlike Taiwan
or Tibet, Hong Kong has never had a chance to pursue territorial independence
from the mainland.458

Hong Kong in its post-colonial period

Despite the rhetoric of patriotism, Deng Xiaoping allowed public criticism in the
HKSAR. He also accommodated national differences under the umbrella of
Chinese nationalism. Amid the political and cultural contests regarding Chinese
nationalism, the Central Government promulgated its Sino-Hong Kong policy. It
set the boundaries and scope of political freedom. Deng emphasised that criti-
cism of the CCP was acceptable after the handover of Hong Kong sover-
eignty.459 Right-wing institutions such as pro-Taiwanese organisations and
official representatives of Taiwan could stay behind and operate, while the
administrative set up of the SAR government could comprise members of differ-
ent political persuasion. He suggested that ‘a small percentage of leftists and
rightists could play a part in the SAR administration, but the majority should be
made up of apolitical administrators.’460
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While Deng appeared to be liberal in promoting the concept of the SAR
formation, the Central Government was firmly against any pro-sovereignty
movements in Hong Kong. From the outset, the advocacy of ‘two Chinas’
(mainland China and Taiwan) was not allowed.461 At the same time, senior
Central Government officials made it clear there would be restrictions on the
media. Though the slogan promised ‘one country, two systems’, the Hong Kong
press would not enjoy ‘one country, two systems’ protection if it dared to touch
on politically sensitive issues, such as national sovereignty and central authority.
Prior to the change of political regime, Lu Ping, a senior Chinese official in
charge of Hong Kong and Macau affairs, gave advance warning about the guide-
lines that would apply after 1997:

I don’t want to create any illusions for you. . . . After 1997, it will not be
possible for you to advocate two Chinas, or one China and one Taiwan, or
Hong Kong independence, or Taiwan independence. . . . The press will not
be allowed to do so. It is a different issue from press freedom.462

The sovereignty movement became one of the most contentious issues, as the
Hong Kong press continued to fulfil its duty as an independent distributor of
information to the public at large. This political inflexibility was complex in its
operation. In April 2000, a Central Government official in Hong Kong criticised
a Hong Kong reporter for interviewing the elected deputy Taiwanese president.
The reporter argued that this was a normal and regular follow-up of news
events.463 In early June 2000, a senior official of the Taiwan Affairs Department
of the Central Government’s Liaison Office warned business people at the
Chinese Chamber of Commerce not to do business with Taiwan firms that sup-
ported Taiwan independence.464 Many observers were likewise deeply con-
cerned by the interference.465

These new political prohibitions were not only restrictive for the press, but
also applied to politicians and other officials. In contrast to what Deng Xiaoping
had promised, Cheng An-kuo, the senior Taiwanese representative, was in effect
thrown out of Hong Kong when his visa was not renewed in November 1999.466

His main political mistake was to describe the Taiwanese President Lee Teng-
hui’s position on the Sino-Taiwanese relationship openly as a ‘special state-to-
state’ one. This subsequently precipitated a domestic Hong Kong government
reshuffle. Cheung Man-yee, the Director of Broadcasting, was apparently
removed from her position and transferred to an overseas appointment: she
allegedly acted against the patriotic policy by giving approval to the airing of the
Taiwanese representative’s opinion.467 Her removal from Hong Kong was
regarded as a penalty, a warning for those who deviated from the Central
Government’s policy.468

China’s hard-line approach on the sovereignty issue, first applied in the
media, extended to the political and cultural realm. Another major political con-
troversy that occurred in the post-colonial era was also related to political chal-
lenges within China. The Falun Gong Movement began in China and caused
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concern to the CCP.469 The Falun Gong started as a meditation and breathing
exercise and body-mind training group that attracted hundreds of thousands of
followers in mainland China.470

The Hong Kong branch of Falun Gong was legally registered, and had con-
ducted its activities in a peaceful and lawful manner.471 As the official Chinese
attack on Falun Gong intensified, the legitimacy of Falun Gong supporters in
Hong Kong was called into question. The central issue in the Falun Gong
episode was whether Hong Kong could really claim to be a privileged free city
within the orbit of socialist China. The promise of ‘one country, two systems’
was put to the test as many pro-Chinese politicians and central officials put pres-
sure on the SAR administration to outlaw the Falun Gong. The position of SAR
officials shifted as the pressure from the North escalated and the ‘loyalty’ of
individual officials was tested. Finally, the Chief Executive of the SAR, Tung
Chee-hwa, relented and agreed that the Falun Gong was a ‘kind of cult’ and
‘more or less an evil cult’.472 He also stated that the Hong Kong government
would not tolerate any activities intended to upset the stability of Hong Kong
and China.

Factionalism within SAR

Despite the rhetoric of senior Hong Kong government figures, legislation has
still not been promulgated outlawing the local branch of Falun Gong as of 2004.
It was also reportedly said that the reason behind the Central Government’s
pulling its punches was that it wished to avoid creating the appearance of med-
dling with Hong Kong’s autonomy. So Beijing left it to the Chief Executive to
handle the Falun Gong issue in Hong Kong.473

In such a political atmosphere in the post-colonial era, it was very difficult to
reconcile Chinese nationalism and HKSAR autonomy, especially since China
feared that Hong Kong could be used as a base for subversion. Despite increas-
ing political pressure, a local organiser of Falun Gong rented the Hong Kong
City Hall to host its annual conference. The Beijing-funded press criticised the
Hong Kong administration for allowing such a subversive group to hold events
in Hong Kong. Beijing-backed Hong Kong Wen Wei Po doubted the wisdom of
allowing this kind of function to be held on Hong Kong soil, even worse on
government-controlled soil, and asked: ‘Is Hong Kong being used as a “subver-
sive base” against the motherland?’474

This criticism of the SAR administration implied that factionalism existed
within the Hong Kong government. The fact that Hong Kong could exercise its
political freedom reflected that there was no lack of support in the administration
for maintaining the status quo. However, this split within the administration was
not without consequences. The early resignation of Anson Chan, the Chief
Secretary and deputy to the Chief Executive, exposed the acute differences
between these two top officials.475 Also, Anson Chan was reportedly strongly
criticised by the Central Government official for not helping the Chief Executive
to administer the SAR effectively.476 The allegation pointed to her unpatriotic
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deeds, including her personal approval of Falun Gong’s ‘defiant’ meeting on
Chinese soil.477 As with the Director of Broadcasting, Anson Chan was margin-
alised, but chose to leave of her own accord.478

Apart from eliminating factionalism within the SAR administration, the
Central Government tried to iron out the ideological differences between China
and Hong Kong by issuing political guidelines, for example, the news media
were forbidden to criticise the Chinese leadership. Even before 1997, some
newspapers accepted the limits imposed on them. For example, Sing Tao Daily
News set out guidelines in black and white on how sensitive issues should be
reported:

According to Chinese official rules, all incidents mentioned in non-govern-
mental media, incidents like leaders’ speeches, leaders’ whereabouts,
government policy, fire, explosion or air crash, are classified as ‘state
secrets’. Therefore, if aforementioned incidents are used in any news
reports, the report will become a ‘sensitive news story’. There is a danger of
stealing ‘state secrets’ too.479

According to the guidelines, the aim was ‘not to antagonize the Chinese side or
attract denials from them’ when handling ‘sensitive news stories’.480 What was
remarkable, however, was the reasoning behind the rules. It explicitly sought to
appease Chinese officials by ceding to the Central Government’s imperatives for
reporting on the Chinese scene.

This issue of self-censorship remained a serious structural problem. This was
particularly the case among media organisations owned by those with wide-
ranging economic interests in China. One notable example was the manner in
which Television Broadcast (TVB), the leading television station, played down
an incident in which one of its news reporters was berated by a senior Chinese
diplomat for asking ‘inappropriate’ questions of Chinese Premier, Zhu Rongji. If
other journalists had not reported the case, and brought pressure to bear, TVB
might well not have reported the incident on its own news, nor would TVB have
made any official protest to the Central Government.481

This case also demonstrates the clash between the news ideologies of Hong
Kong and China. The ‘inappropriate’ question related to a protest during Zhu’s
official visit to France. The rationale of the Chinese official was that Hong Kong
reporters formed part of the Chinese press, and should therefore follow the rules
and be respectful to the Chinese Premier.482

Similarly, in October 2000, the Chinese President, Jiang Zemin, accused
the Hong Kong media of naiveté and low journalistic standards after a series
of questions from journalists about whether he supported another term for
Chief Executive, Tung Chee-hwa. President Jiang also warned journalists that
they would be held accountable if their reports were not accurate enough. On
20 December, the President warned the residents of Macau and Hong Kong
against using their freedom to oppose the state. He also said that both Hong
Kong’s and Macau’s news media should value news freedom but also
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consider their ‘social responsibility when fielding questions or filing
reports’.483 Not ashamed of repeating the Central Government’s position, the
Hong Kong Chief Executive, Tung Chee-hwa, called upon the Hong Kong
media to have ‘social responsibility’, by which he meant that the press should
have respect for the Chinese leadership. It should not question, challenge, or
cast doubts upon the leadership’s motives with respect to Hong Kong. This
position was in contrast to the western liberal journalistic tradition of the
Hong Kong press.

However, one year later, in December 2001, the Chinese President voluntar-
ily came out to meet Hong Kong reporters and invite them to ask him questions
after a meeting with Tung Chee-hwa in Beijing.484 This was an example of the
Central Government’s effort to pull its punches so as not to damage Hong
Kong’s reputation as a free city.

The role of the media in Hong Kong

The mini-constitution of the Basic Law provides for freedom of the press, and
the HKSAR Government appeared to respect this freedom following the hand-
over. During the first year after the handover, even media analysts observed that
there was no overt rollback of press freedom.485 Yet, some journalists and news
media continued to practise a degree of self-censorship, particularly in respect of
reporting about mainland China.486 Direct repression from the Central Govern-
ment was not a necessary measure.487

In the past few years, some Hong Kong daily newspapers have either had
new owners or major new shareholders.488 This often resulted in rapid structural
change to the management as well as the editorial direction of particular press.
The pressure on journalists to self-censor was subtle and indirect. There was
also a widely shared perception of the need to take special care on topics of
particular sensitivity to China or when covering the Central Government’s rela-
tions with Hong Kong’s powerful business people. Related matter however, con-
tinued to appear in the press.489

The way journalists worked revealed tensions between Chinese policy
makers and Hong Kong media operators.490 The ideological tension between
China and Hong Kong described in the last section has been reflected in media
organisations, where these tensions have infiltrated institutional policy and
affected editorial management. The Chinese strategy was to control mainstream
newspapers using pro-China business people. As the Hong Kong business
community was keen to develop its share of the mainland market, many in the
business sector were keen to be China-friendly. Newspaper proprietors thus
practiced self-censorship through internal management control.

The Chinese policy of media control can be traced back to the transition
period. Before the handover, Kam Yiu-yu, the former chief editor of Beijing-
controlled daily newspaper, Wen Wei Po, revealed China’s long-term policy
towards the Hong Kong press.491 Kam, who had been in Hong Kong performing
propaganda work for the CCP for over 40 years, confirmed that Beijing’s
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strategy was to ‘control the economic bases’ by ensuring the media were held by
pro-China proprietors. There was thus no need for any overt interference.

This policy had been in operation since the transition period. According to
Xu Jiatun, the self-exiled director of New China News Agency (the de facto
Chinese embassy in Hong Kong under British rule), the Chinese government
considered buying South China Morning Post (SCMP) with the cooperation of a
local businessman in the 1980s, but missed the opportunity owing to its unfamil-
iarity with the procedures of Hong Kong’s stock market. Subsequently a
Malaysian Chinese businessman, Robert Kuok, was apparently approached by
Xu Jiatun with the aim of persuading him to relocate his base of operations to
Hong Kong and also with the view of using this press for promoting investment
opportunities in China and the official viewpoint on Chinese matter.492 In 1993,
Kuok successfully acquired the controlling shares in the leading English-lan-
guage daily from Rupert Murdoch, when the Australian media mogul decided
that SCMP, a traditional pro-British daily, could not help, and could even hinder,
his entry into the mainland market.

Colonial period

On the media front, apart from the three Beijing-funded and controlled news-
papers, Wen Wei Po, Ta Kung Pao and Hong Kong Commercial Daily, and the
one individual-owned newspaper, Hong Kong Economic Journal, all other
mainstream newspapers are owned by either public or private companies.
During the colonial period, for example, the 1980s, newspapers were usually
owned by journalist-turned-proprietors. However, the media scene has changed
rapidly since the early 1990s, with ownership and financial restructuring. News-
papers have fallen into the hands of either business people or conglomerates,
more often than not those with links to Chinese affiliated companies.

THE REWARD FOR BEFRIENDING CHINA

Since the 1989 Tiananmen massacre, Beijing has been criticised by, and isolated
from, the rest of the world. The act of befriending China in the early 1990s when
most of the business community was hesitant appears particularly impressive.
When Sally Aw, proprietor of the English-language daily, Hong Kong Standard,
was allegedly involved in a fraud case concerning the distribution figures of her
newspaper, she was not prosecuted. The excuse given by the Secretary for
Justice, Elsie Leung, was that it was not ‘in the public interest to do that’.
However, this aroused public speculation about Aw’s personal political connec-
tions with China, and it seemed that her adjustment of the editorial position of
her papers was seen as a service to the Chinese. Also, the SAR Chief Executive,
Tung Chee-hwa, was a board director of Sing Tao Group (and Hong Kong Stan-
dard ) before he ran for office.493
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DIMINISHING TAIWANESE INFLUENCE

One of the major changes in the Hong Kong media scene was the diminishing
influence of Taiwan. In view of the Central Government’s hostility towards
Taiwan’s sovereignty movement, all Taiwan-funded newspapers were either
shut down or returned to Taiwan before the political handover of Hong Kong.494

In addition, political correctness became the order of the day. Newspapers his-
torically closely connected to Taiwan started to downplay such links.495

Under such circumstances, Taiwanese influence largely diminished. For
instance, major changes happened to a leading pro-nationalist KMT quality
newspaper. Though historically tied to Taiwan, Sing Tao Daily News had kept a
safe distance from the KMT since 1992. When its proprietor, Sally Aw, paid her
first visit to Beijing, President Jiang Zemin received her personally. This was an
achievement that the Chinese United Front Department had worked towards for
a long time. That Department was supposed to be one of the democratic
mechanisms whereby the CCP could at best consult minority groups, and at
worst, be aware of any dissident opinions among such groups. It aimed to
convert the political opposition. To this end, a series of unprecedented media
joint ventures were lined up between Sing Tao Group and Chinese-owned con-
glomerates in certain major cities, namely Beijing, Guangzhou and the Shen
Zhen Special Economic Zones, over the next few years. In the end, all of them
failed to exist in the market.496

THE DECLINING BRITISH FACTOR

Another distinctive shift emerging from the transition period was the declining
influence of the British Government. Its traditional unofficial ‘flagship’,
SCMP,497 was sold to Australian media mogul, Rupert Murdoch, who in turn
sold it to Robert Kuok. Kuok’s Kerry Group had a lot of business in the main-
land. Kuok was initially persuaded by Chinese officials to transfer his base to
Hong Kong. He was then rewarded with the chance of serving Beijing as an
adviser.498 When he bought the controlling shares of SCMP, the Bank of China
backed him with a loan. On the management front, nothing drastic seemed to be
done by the new proprietor. However, a Chinese consultant, Feng Xiliang, a
founder editor of the Chinese official English-language newspaper, China Daily,
was appointed to the newspaper without prior notice to the editor. This move
had triggered journalistic concern499

Post-colonial period

In the case of SCMP, after Robert Kuok acquired the newspaper, the news
content and management appeared to remain much the same for the first few
years.500 The whole picture changed when one of the paper’s high-ranking jour-
nalists was forced to leave.501 The abrupt departure of one of the most prominent
China-watchers in the English-language media, Willy Wo-lap Lam, was a sign
that even the most senior and well-known journalists could be removed if they
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incurred the wrath of Beijing and its allies. In what many observers saw as an
example of media self-censorship, SCMP demoted Willy Lam from the position
of a senior editor of the daily’s China coverage section to that of an associate
editor on mainland politics. Lam subsequently resigned in protest, claiming that
the newspaper’s management had begun to ‘tone down’ his column on China to
avoid antagonising the Central Government. The editor-in-chief denied the
charges, and attributed the change to a structural reorganisation.502 However, the
incident followed a published letter to the editor from the newspaper’s owner,
who denied a claim in Lam’s column that a group of Hong Kong businesspeo-
ple, including the newspaper owner himself, had been offered commercial
advantages by Chinese leaders in return for supporting Chief Executive, Tung
Chee-hwa, for a second term.503 He described the column as an ‘absolute exag-
geration and fabrication’ that was full of ‘distortions and speculation’.504

A former editor of SCMP also described earlier pressure from the owner and
management to sack Lam and others before the handover of Hong Kong.505 The
incident illustrates the increasing attempts by the Chinese to depoliticise news-
paper coverage, as well to tighten up political control over news reporting. Lam
resigned because he felt he had been sidelined and stripped of his editorial
powers. After working on the newspaper for more than 12 years, he was con-
cerned about ‘increasing attempts [at SCMP] to depoliticise China coverage to
avoid sensitive political matters’.506 He believed Beijing had a hand in pressur-
ing the newspaper’s management to censor his coverage of China, and that this
had become a common phenomenon in Hong Kong. According to Lam, Beijing
was extremely sensitive towards the Hong Kong media, so it was possible they
had put pressure on other news media to rein in journalists whose work they did
not like.

However, this showdown can be looked at from another perspective. It shows
that journalism’s norms can play a countervailing role. Murdoch once said that
the paper was the only one of his businesses he could not fully control.507

Despite the fact that Lam had become a marked man in the eyes of the propri-
etor and his senior management staff for some years, he was only forced to go
when the newsroom was reorganised. Moreover, Lam’s concern about the
Central Government’s possible meddling in the Hong Kong press was shared by
more than 100 in-house journalists, who published a letter in SCMP stating their
worries for the organisation they served.508 Their concern was based on the fact
that Lam was sidelined only months after his proprietor published the scathing
letter in SCMP described above.

Another distinct feature of the post-colonial period was the lack of a critical
voice concerning Chinese policy. For example, Ming Pao Daily News (MPDN),
a leading critical Chinese-language daily newspaper in Hong Kong, had previ-
ously been branded one of the most outspoken press on the CCP’s policies,
especially back in the 1960s and 1970s.509 At that time, its journalist-turned-
proprietor, Louis Cha, was in charge of editorials. Its editorial position changed
after it came under the ownership of Oei Hong Nien, Yu Pun-hoi at first, and
then Tiong Hiew-king. Oei and Tiong were both overseas Chinese businessmen
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from Indonesia and Malaysia, respectively, whereas Yu was a local Hong Kong
Chinese businessman. Initially, the purchase of MPDN was apparently a means
of appeasing China by taming this otherwise outspoken paper. Furthermore all
its new proprietors aspired to enter the important mainland market. After Tiong
Hiew-king took control, MPDN became part of a company with business inter-
ests ranging from travel, timber and even forestry in both Hong Kong and
China, with a newspaper business on the side.510 Tiong Hiew-king’s vision was
to make MPDN a ‘Chinese people’s newspaper’.511 It seems, however, that
Tiong was equating ‘Chinese people’ with the ‘Chinese government in Beijing’.

Yet, there was an implicit conflict between a pro-China position on the one
hand, and a pro-Hong Kong one on the other, with the interests of Hong Kong
coming second to the interests of the Central Government. Tiong’s vision of a
‘Chinese people’s paper’ backfired in Hong Kong. The paper later adjusted its
editorial position again, though it remained mild in terms of printing dissenting
views on China.512

PUNISHMENT FOR UNPOPULARITY

The case of the Next Media group and its proprietor provides an example of how
far the integration of economic and political factors had the effect of controlling
the press and thus curtailing press freedom. A self-made entrepreneur, Jimmy
Lai, was hailed as a ‘freedom fighter’ for Hong Kong because he launched a
popular newspaper, Apple Daily, in 1995. The story began when he wrote an
article entitled ‘Li Peng, a tortoise egg with zero IQ’ in Next Magazine. In it he
criticised the Chinese Premier Li Peng for ordering the killing of students and
civilians in Tiananmen in 1989. Despite the fact that the article was a serious
insult to the Chinese leader, and perhaps constituted a crime in China, Lai was
untouchable in Hong Kong because of the right to free speech. His boldness won
him applause from Hong Kong readers. After that, the Central Government
regarded Lai as its enemy. Coincidentally, he not only suffered from personal
harassment when his house was bombed, but his garment outlets in China also
had licensing problems. Although it was unclear who caused his bad fortunes,
his newspaper has been totally banned from China from the beginning. Apple
Daily’s journalists were under a blanket ban from entering mainland China to
cover any news, even the most routine and jingoistic stories.

Subsequently, Lai resigned and severed all links with Giordano, his garment
group. But the group’s ten outlets in China continued to suffer problems with
licensing. Furthermore, Next Media Group, which owned Apple Daily and Next
Magazine, met many obstacles to getting listed in the Hong Kong Stock
Exchange. The listing sponsor, Sun Hung Kai Investment Company, withdrew
at the last minute, apparently out of concern that the transaction would be
economically risky because of political factors. The Next Media Group was later
listed in Hong Kong, with the help of an investment banker, Tony Fung.
However, Fung, who had represented the anti-establishment media baron Jimmy
Lai in a corporate take-over, was blocked from being reappointed to the govern-
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ing council of the Chinese University (the second leading university) by the
Chief Executive, Tung Chee-hwa.513 This political intervention attracted inter-
national press attention, though the SAR administration denied any political
involvement in this academic appointment.

The newspaper also suffered from a reduction in advertising revenue. At least
two large Hong Kong property companies were asked to steer advertising busi-
ness away from Apple Daily newspaper owned by Jimmy Lai, who was a vocal
critic of Beijing and the Tung Chee-hwa administration.514

It is true that the early success of Apple Daily and its sister publications had
to do with its outspoken position on Chinese politics, especially after the
Tiananmen massacre of 4 June 1989. The fact that the paper rose to be the
second best-selling daily newspaper shortly after its launch in 1995 was largely
due to its proprietor’s management philosophy and his treatment of the paper as
a ‘commodity’. On the one hand, Lai injected a dose of tabloid style and content
into the broadsheet. On the other hand, he also served the new middle class with
a combination of critical views and reports on China and the SAR. As Ip Yat-
Kin, the editor of Apple Daily once said: ‘As long as democracy sells, we will
print.’515 The financial success of Apple Daily indicated a substantial demand for
pro-democracy, anti-China publications; this in turn put pressure on other
publications to moderate their pro-China stance to try and capture some of this
market.

Ip Yat-Kin’s remark highlights the extent to which market forces can help
journalists counter proprietary and management pressure, and how the reader’s
need to be informed can serve as a legitimate reason for journalists to uphold
their professional principles. But how far could market pressure help? This will
be discussed in the case study on the Taiwan election in the next section.

Despite hostility from the Central Government, Apple Daily survived. This
again demonstrates the power of the free market. Still, in 2001, given that the
Hong Kong public sphere was contracting, and the political situation in Taiwan
became more dynamic, Jimmy Lai denounced the suppression by the Hong
Kong and Central Governments by moving his headquarters to Taipei, the
capital of Taiwan. He started a new publication, Taiwan Next Weekly, in Taipei,
leaving his staff to manage Apple Daily and Hong Kong Next Magazine.

Concluding remarks

Yet the most severe short-term challenge following the handover of Hong Kong
was not political but economic.516 The Hong Kong economy deteriorated follow-
ing the Asian financial crisis of 1997. The upshot of this was that some propri-
etors withdrew their resources from the mainland and concentrated on the local
market.

Chinese-language journalists reported in accordance with a tacit understand-
ing of their editors’ and publishers’ requirements. There was also pressure
because some publishers and editors believed that advertising revenue or
their business interests in China would suffer if their papers were seen to be
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antagonistic to China. However, because of keen competition, the press continued
to report and comment on sensitive issues such as Taiwan and the Falun Gong.517

Case study: Hong Kong’s media at a historical crossroads –
covering elections in Taiwan

Background to Taiwan and its relationships with Hong Kong and
China

In 2000, the Chinese mainland Government was very concerned about the
outcome of the Taiwanese Presidential election.518 That the Taiwanese had
progessively moved away from authoritarian rule since the late 1980s in the
direction of democracy was indeed impressive. This had at least two significant
implications for all Chinese in PRC, HK and Taiwan and elsewhere. First,
Taiwan transformed from an authoritarian one-party rule to a multi-party polit-
ical system. The fact that the Taiwanese people were allowed to vote for their
president through universal franchise was unimaginable to the rival Chinese
Communist Party (CCP). Second, the success of the Taiwanese political system
illustrated that there could be an alternative system to that of socialist China, not
just a feasible one, but also, perhaps, a better one.

The Hong Kong news media treated the Taiwanese election as one of the most
significant Chinese political events at the turn of the century.520 Domestically, the
influence of this Taiwanese election was huge, and its effect on Chinese demo-
cracy was wide-ranging and significant. Not only the Hong Kong press, but
media from all over the world, sent reporters to cover this unprecedented elec-
tion. The development of events, especially in respect of Chinese reaction, was
reported and followed closely by the news media worldwide.

The Hong Kong media reports not only revealed the post-colonial situation,
but also formed part of the post-colonial context. Journalists were constantly
under internal and external environmental constraints, both knowingly and
unknowingly.521 The press played the role of observer, but the pressure they
were under was reflected in their article. For example, mainland Chinese leaders
repeatedly demanded a unification of ideology;522 and some news organisations
internalised this way of thinking and adopted a policy of not advocating Tai-
wanese independence.523 There was a constant struggle between the post-colo-
nial and nationalistic discourse, on the one hand, and journalistic discourse on
the other. So did the press succumb to, or resist, the pressure to conform? How
did it strike a balance between fulfilling its role as an independent distributor
of information and toeing the CCP’s line of ‘social responsibility’ based on
patriotism?

Unique significance of Taiwan’s elections in 2000

Three years after Hong Kong reverted to China, and one year after Macau was
reunited with China, the mainland government was desperate to achieve the next
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goal – reunification with Taiwan – seeing this as one of the main goals for the
twenty-first century.524 Chinese officials attempted to intervene and prevent the
candidate for pro-Taiwanese independence being elected. Although the Hong
Kong press had already been warned several times in the past that it should not
advocate Taiwanese independence, as discussed earlier, it continued the work by
adopting various tactics and strategies.525 It was hard, however, to distinguish
between reporting on Taiwanese independence, and advocating it.

Contrary to Chinese wishes, and despite a month-long bombardment of
verbal threats against pro-independence tendencies, the Taiwanese exercised
their democratic rights and elected the pro-independence Democratic Progres-
sive Party (DPP) candidate, Chen Shui-bian, as president. This was the first
genuine presidential election in Taiwan.

This expression of popular pro-independence sentiment on the part of the
Taiwanese people, in defiance of the Chinese desire for unification of Taiwan
with China, was not only significant to Taiwan, but also to the Hong Kong press.
The press coverage of the Taiwanese election has thus been chosen as the case
study here.526

How the campaigns unfolded

There was a steady escalation in Chinese rhetoric in the run-up to Taiwan’s
election. First, one month before the poll, the Chinese Government published a
White Paper stipulating its policy on Taiwan. It stressed that if Taiwan con-
tinued to delay negotiations for its reunification with China, then China would
not hesitate to take the island by force. The Chinese Government had already
said that if Taiwan made a declaration of independence, and if there were direct
foreign intervention in Taiwan’s politics, the Chinese would recover Taiwan by
military means. This was seen by the Taiwanese as an attempt to intervene in
Taiwan’s domestic affairs.

Second, the month-long election campaign coincided with the annual
session of the Chinese National People’s Congress (NPC) and the Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC). More than 3,000
deputies and delegates from all over China attended the two-week long polit-
ical convention. This was exactly the kind of occasion that allowed the
Chinese leadership to reiterate its position, and set the stage for the people’s
representatives, in particular the military, both to put pressure on Taiwan and,
more often, to reiterate the Central Government line with regard to Taiwan as
a Chinese territory.

Thus the Taiwanese election in 2000 was held under enormous domestic
pressure. It was a local election involving the long-standing rival to the CCP, the
KMT, which fled to Taiwan after its bitter defeat in mainland China in 1949.
The presidential election was a three-way contest between KMT candidate Lien
Chan, Chen Shui-bian, the pro-independence DPP, and independent James
Soong, an ex-KMT member, also a long-serving ally of the incumbent Tai-
wanese President, Lee Teng-hui. All three aspired to political and territorial
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independence to a varying degree and had explicitly expressed their willingness
to work on improving Sino-Taiwan relations.

The lesson of the 1996 election is revealing. At that time, to exert influence
on the incumbent President, Lee Teng-hui, the Chinese Government staged a
military exercise aimed at intimidating Taiwanese people near Taiwan waters.
Lee Teng-hui, however, was elected with a large number of votes, even though
the Taiwanese were under imminent threat of war, with missiles landing in the
Taiwan Strait. The Chinese release of the White Paper in 2000 was therefore
regarded by the Hong Kong press as a tactical moderation. This time, the main-
land strategy appeared to move from the threat of military might to the power of
verbal might – a ‘paper missile’ that is.527

Foreign politics added a new dimension to Chinese politics, which compli-
cated this supposedly domestic dispute. For instance, the United States sent a
warship to the Taiwan Strait to discourage further harassment by China. After the
publication of the White Paper in 2000, the United States warned China of dire
consequences if it waged a war.528 Thus, different interests were at work, and
several different negotiation processes were in place, simultaneously during the
month-long election campaign, that is, the Sino-Taiwanese, the U.S.-Taiwanese
and the Sino-U.S. This complex domestic/foreign interrelationship dominated the
Taiwanese election campaign. For instance, the three main candidates were seen
to modify their pro-independence stance so as not to provoke China further, and
claimed that they were all willing to resume talks with China upon victory.

The newspapers selected for the case study: Context and reasons for
choice

The three papers chosen for this case study – Oriental Daily News (ODN), South
China Morning Post (SCMP) and Ming Pao Daily News (MPDN) – represent
positions ranging from relatively independent to relatively patriotic, and include
both Chinese- and English-language newspapers. They were selected partly for
the reasons stated in Chapter 3, but also because they were the three main papers
that allocated resources and prominent space to cover the election. For instance,
all three papers sent correspondents or made use of stringers there, and the news
dispatches from Taiwan were usually given prominent coverage. The case study
covers the period from late February to late March 2000, to include the actual
election campaign and its immediate aftermath.

Oriental Daily News

Sources used

It was extremely difficult, if not impossible, to get news on the rapidly changing
political situation in mainland China, especially as the Chinese government
retained tight control over the flow of information so as to keep people in the
dark. Apart from sending its team of reporters to Taiwan to report on the latest
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developments there, Oriental Daily News (ODN) relied heavily on information
printed in foreign countries. For instance, ODN relayed stories printed in the
local Taiwanese media, including Liberty Times, United Evening News and
China Evening Times, and those covered by Taiwan’s official agency, the
Central News Service. For the latest Chinese moves and the reactions of the dif-
ferent power factions in PRC, the paper quoted from sources such as Liberation
Army Daily for military matters and the leading People’s Daily for the mainland
official position on Taiwan affairs. However, ODN also used foreign media such
as United States’ Associated Press, CNN, Science and Technology Journal, The
New York Times, The Washington Post and Japanese NHK (Japanese Broadcast-
ing Corporation, Japan’s sole public broadcaster), Asahi Shimbun and Yumiuri
Shimbun which had interviews with high-ranking Chinese officials. Sometimes
ODN would quote anonymous sources in China; so it did to prevent the sources
from getting into trouble for speaking to journalists outside China proper.

Nature of coverage, headline, use of pictures etc.

ODN in general adhered to its journalistic norms by printing up-to-date news
concerning Chinese actions and Taiwanese response. Thus, for example, it
covered the fact that the Chinese backed Lian Chan, the nationalist KMT candi-
date. On the other hand, it also covered the latest developments concerning
Taiwan’s ability to strike back militarily, the United States’ firm support for
Taiwan as regards to defence, and the moderation of Chinese rhetoric, particu-
larly that of the non-military leaders, following U.S. intervention. The paper also
described candidates’ efforts to downplay their pro-independence stance, and to
rally local political heavyweights to support their cause.529

The paper appeared to uphold professional journalism. Thus, their assessment
of this Sino-Taiwanese confrontation tended to be descriptive and factual. For
instance, regarding the military capability of Taiwan vis-à-vis that of the main-
land, the paper on the one hand showed very vaguely, also the headlines, etc that
follow shows Taiwan’s ‘dependence’ on the U.S. as an ally. The story of 12
March 2000 was headed ‘U.S. missile carrier will sail to Taiwan next month’
and attributed the source to The New York Times, and Taiwanese military
publications. The subheading of the story was ‘the ability to wage war has
increased and that makes mainland uncomfortable’. However, there was a side
photo story originating from the U.S. Associated Press showing how a Beijing
newspaper had printed the photograph of a United States carrier about to head
for the Taiwan Strait. This photo story seems to highlight the Chinese position
that the United States were ‘obstructing’ the peaceful re-unification of Taiwan
with China. However, the paper tactically avoided saying this explicitly, but
rather left it to readers to form their own opinion.

Similarly, in respect of the military build-up across the Taiwan Strait, the
paper carried a report by a Taiwanese official in a Taiwanese military magazine
entitled ‘The anti-submarine capacity of China-made carrier is low’.530 On
Taiwan’s defence against possible invasion from the mainland, the paper quoted
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a story from Taiwan’s Liberty Times entitled ‘Lee Teng-hui instructed to fend
off China’s intervention’.531 Here, doubt was cast on the military strength of
China while Taiwan was portrayed as defence ready.

While interpretations appear open, the justification of the cross-Strait tension
was surely in doubt. ODN indicated the essence of the disagreement using Tai-
wanese officials’ reactions. For instance, ODN quoted a Taiwanese defence min-
istry spokesman in a story entitled ‘Taiwan points out that Beijing has deepened
the tension across Taiwan Strait’, with subtitles ‘China’s attempt to deny the
reality of Taiwan’s sovereignty amounts to disregarding the facts; [they should]
recognize separate rule and give up threats’. However, at the end of the story it
added a paragraph with the subtitle ‘Beijing reiterates “one China” policy’.532

This juxtaposition was one of the measures most often used, as a means of
making the paper appear objective and expressing the point of view of both
sides.

The United States’ support for Taiwan was duly reported and the coverage
shed light on the imbalance between the two powers across the Taiwan Strait on
the one hand, and the potential meddling of a foreign power on the other. For
instance, on the same day the Taiwanese defence ministry spokesman made the
above remarks, there was another story about the United States carrier, which
served as an anti-Chinese missile system, arriving on schedule despite Chinese
threats: ‘The U.S. missile pad arrives in Taiwan as scheduled’.533 The fact that
the island had tightened up its security according to Associated Press was used
in another article entitled ‘Taiwan tightens up measures to prevent mainland
Chinese intervening in the election – “the loyalists” can resist missiles, no fear
of disturbance of the vote counting’.534 However, the subheading indicated the
fear prevailing in the island: ‘[the island] worries that mainland China will
assassinate candidates, a critical moment so they [the Taiwanese] will not
mention any increase in defence measures’.

The ODN’s attempt at ‘balance’ and how this was achieved

The news coverage of Oriental Daily News appears to show efforts at striking a
balance between journalistic and nationalistic discourses, with the former
attempting to paint an objective picture of events by printing nine separate
public opinion polls535 on the Taiwanese presidential election. These covered
subjects ranging from Taiwanese candidates’ popularity to the preferences of the
Hong Kong public and its youngsters. The sponsors of the polls ranged from the
Taiwanese local media such as United Daily News,536 to ODN’s own poll,537 and
those conducted by Hong Kong institutes.538 On the other hand, because of its
mass circulation, the paper also helped to shape public opinion.

With regards to the balance of power across the Taiwan Strait and the possi-
bility of a war, ODN occasionally revealed local Taiwanese people’s sentiments.
For instance, it carried a reporter’s own analysis summing up Taiwanese
people’s confidence: ‘Taiwanese people believe even though [Chen Shui-] Bian
gets elected, there will not be a war’.539
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The juxtaposition of conflicting views continued, especially at the peak of the
crisis. For instance, at the side of a story entitled ‘U.S. summons Lee Zhaoxing
and urges China to exercise restraint’, there was a picture by Associated Press
illustrating a gathering of 300 students in Nanjing, the captial of KMT China,
holding a banner with the slogan ‘Hoping for an early reunification of China’.540

The message here, on the eve of polling day, was intriguingly ambiguous, but it
gives the impression that the paper was providing a balanced story.

Indeed, the juxtaposition of seemingly factual news reports covering both
sides across the Taiwan Strait, without any explicit analysis, creates an impres-
sion of ambiguity throughout the coverage. While some reports indicated Tai-
wanese strength, ODN also covered Chinese movements, in particular those of
the People’s Liberation Army. For instance, the paper quoted Liberation Army
Daily and Science and Technology Daily saying ‘Jinan air force parades’.541 On
the following day, ODN carried news of the White Paper published by People’s
Daily overseas edition: ‘Infinite deferral of peace talks will become an excuse
for invading Taiwan – Beijing publishes the White Paper condemning Tai-
wanese independence and opposing any universal suffrage to change Taiwan’s
status as part of China’.542 However, when the Chinese position changed, ODN
reflected this: ‘Beijing: the White Paper is not an ultimatum, China strongly
resents the United States’ intervention in its domestic affairs’.543

When ODN printed a story on the independent position of the incumbent
president, Lee Teng-hui, it made sure to include the Chinese position, which
opposed the pro-independence candidate, Chen Shui-bian. Again, ODN com-
bined a story about Taiwan’s official reaction to China with an interview by a
Japanese NHK TV reporter with a mainland official in charge of Taiwanese
affairs. Thus, the story became a precarious mix entitled ‘Lee [Teng-hui]: make
sure the election will resist mainland’s intervention – [Taiwanese] mainland
affairs committee reiterates “one China” [policy] with its own definition of state-
hood and urges resumption of talks’. The content of the story on the one hand
highlights Lee Teng-hui’s belief that ‘the two countries’ position was realistic;
on the other hand, this was balanced by Beijing’s rhetoric saying that the rela-
tionship across the Taiwan Strait would deteriorate if Chen Shui-bian won the
election.544 Again it was left to the reader to interpret the situation.

However, ODN sometimes appeared to be upfront when reporting Chinese
interference. For instance, it quoted Lee Teng-hui: ‘Lee: mainland resembles
hooligan beating people if the latter rejects talk – Asian wisdom is in Taiwan,
the mainland should learn from Taiwan’.545 This occasional upfront interpreta-
tion of news developments might have something to do with the daily’s mass
appeal to the public. Newspapers in general sold better in a non-local crisis such
as this. Here, market forces apparently helped to counter state pressure.

The coverage of the three main candidates’ tactics and strategies in their cam-
paign also helps to illustrate this point. During the election campaign, the three
candidates all felt the heat from China. Amid coverage of the emotional partici-
pation of the Taiwanese people in this large-scale election campaign, ODN
reported on the moderation of the candidates’ response to the mainland’s
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imminent threat. Reports followed the mood of the rapidly changing atmo-
sphere, for example, ‘Taiwanese election special – the three candidates play the
stability card, Bian guarantees that he will not change national symbols/
emblems’. In another Taiwan election special: ‘Nearly a million people cam-
paign, 3 candidates confront each other’ with subtitles saying, ‘In Taipei
150,000 people took to the streets to support Lian Chan. Lian and Ah Bian each
have 300,000 supporters’.546 Taiwanese people’s emotions and aspirations had
never before run so high, as these reports show.

Similarly, mass circulation ODN printed sensational stories with graphic pic-
tures concerning the preparations for war on both sides of the Taiwan Strait. For
instance, on polling day, 18 March, there was a story about military movements
entitled ‘The two sides across Taiwan Strait actively prepare for war’ with a
subheading ‘It is rumoured that mainland China chooses this time to wage war;
Fuzhou [the capital of Fukien province which faces Taiwan] restricts military
personnel from leaving camp . . . Taiwanese military has proclaimed highest
alert in war preparation’.

Editorial line: mixed

As a means of providing balanced reporting, ODN also reported the Chinese
official line in general, and that of the military in particular. For instance, it
relayed a report printed in Liberation Army Daily: ‘Liberation Army Daily warns
Taiwanese people: do not elect Ah Bian [Chen Shui-bian, the pro-independence
candidate] – millions of soldiers stand by to combat Taiwan independence
activists’.547 This was highly informative, but also helped to reinforce the
message of the Chinese propaganda machine.

The three Taiwanese terrestrial TV stations, which were under the ruling
KMT’s control, openly lobbied in support of the KMT’s candidate. ODN also
relayed stories from Taiwan’s United Evening News entitled ‘Terrestrial TV sta-
tions openly lobby in support of Lian Chan’, with a subheading ‘Only permitted
to approve; not allowed to criticise current affairs’.548

As social, political and cultural changes took place in post-colonial Hong
Kong, the press could not help being affected. This post-colonial or nationalistic
discourse can be detected in both the way reporting was conducted and the edi-
torial position. First, the framing of reports apparently adopted a Chinese
perspective. For instance, a week before polling day, there was a report seem-
ingly toeing the Chinese line: ‘If the new president elected has no tendency
towards Taiwanese independence, political talks can be anticipated – Beijing’s
new condition influences the Taiwanese election campaign’. However, the
content of the story was very different to what the title said. The lead paragraph
was about the announcement of a famous Chinese Nobel laureate scientist, Lee
Yuan-tseh, that he was openly lending support to Chen Shui-bian. Lee Yuan-
tseh was highly respected worldwide and could mobilise local support for Chen.
His popularity was said to be next to that of the incumbent Taiwanese president,
Lee Teng-hui. However, there was a tail to the main story – the reaction from
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the Chinese Foreign Minister, Tang Shu-bei, saying that ‘If Taiwan’s new leader
has no pro-Taiwan independence colour, Beijing will consider re-opening talks
across the Taiwan Strait.’549 By the side, there was a report by a staff reporter
entitled ‘Beijing’s soft intervention is more effective’ with a sub-heading ‘Tai-
wanese society is finally dominated by reason.’550 Here, the Chinese position
was again repeated, but they were encouraged to adopt a ‘softer’, and therefore
more ‘effective’, stance.

Relating the election to Hong Kong readers

Very few Hong Kong residents had a vote in the Taiwanese election. Those who
did were either permanent residents in Taiwan, or originated from there. Thus
the majority of people in Hong Kong had no say in what happened to Taiwan,
and could only express their opinion. One story said ‘50% of Hong Kong people
think [James] Soong’s victory will benefit Hong Kong’, with a subheading
stating ‘Ah Bian’s [Chen Shui-bian’s] victory is not beneficial to Hong Kong’s
stability’.551 This article indicated the sentiments of the Hong Kong people who
were, to a large extent, influenced by both the Chinese rhetoric and the mass
media.

ODN picked a human interest story from a Taiwanese newspaper to provide a
Hong Kong connection. In a story entitled ‘Tung Chee-hwa “campaigns” for the
election’, it reported that Chen Shui-bian’s election team placed a one-page
advertisement in mainstream Taiwan newspapers to remind Taiwan voters: ‘We
are here to elect a president, we are not here to appoint a Chief Executive of the
Hong Kong SAR [Special Administrative Region]’.552 In the middle of the full-
page advertisement, there was a two and a half inch photograph of Tung Chee-
hwa, with the caption ‘Chinese Hong Kong Chief Executive, Tung Chee-hwa’.
By publicising Chen Shui-bian’s position towards the Hong Kong administra-
tion led by Beijing-appointed Tung Chee-hwa, the advertisement criticised Hong
Kong’s ‘one country, two systems’ position that deprived Hong Kong citizens
from enjoying election rights. It also served as a protest against Beijing’s inter-
vention in the Taiwanese election.

Apart from this kind of reportage which had political connotations, Chen
Shui-bian’s success was largely presented from a human interest angle. For
instance, upon Chen’s victory, ODN printed several pages of reports with head-
lines such as ‘Peasant’s son, once jailed for political struggle, elected presid-
ent’553 and ‘Bian wears bullet-proof vest to celebration rally’.554 These human
interest stories were aimed at the general reader who might be more interested in
details about the president-elect’s personality than the never-ending arguments
and threats across the Taiwan Strait.

Contradictions and confusion within coverage

If there was ambiguity in the news reports’ representation of the nationalistic
discourse, the position of the editorial was even more confused and inconsistent.
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For instance, on the eve of election day, ODN printed an editorial entitled ‘Civil-
ian officials rule above Tiananmen [square], only in the crystal coffin do
Chinese heroes lie – an analysis of the level of safety in the Taiwan Strait’.555

Here, the editorial compares the bravery of Mao Tse-tung, in his crystal coffin
inside Mao’s museum in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square, to that of the current
Chinese leadership, implying that they dared not start a war because of the role
played by the United States in Taiwan’s affairs. This was an implicit criticism of
the Chinese leadership, and implied that the danger of a war across the Taiwan
Strait was minimal.

However, on polling day, the paper printed another editorial apparently
endorsing the Chinese goal of reunification entitled ‘To choose for Chinese bet-
terment in the years to come’, in which it stated that ‘today is the day the Tai-
wanese people choose their president, but it is also a historical day when all
Chinese people choose between war and peace . . .’556 This implies that the vote
of the Taiwanese people would have an impact on war and peace, though it is
unclear to whom ‘all Chinese people’ refers. It could literally mean Chinese
people from mainland China, or others living outside China including those in
Hong Kong, Macau and overseas. However the Chinese outside China and
Taiwan neither had a vote nor the power to make a choice between war and
peace. Perhaps the editorial intentionally blurred the issue.

At the same time, ODN carried a report about a rare advertisement in the
Chinese official propaganda organ, People’s Daily. A full-page advertisement
appeared on the front page of its Huadong (eastern) edition saying ‘If Taiwan is
to split from China – will Chinese people agree? Never ever!’557 Thus the offi-
cial Chinese position was emphasised again, and was reported in a Hong Kong
mass circulation daily.

Post-election coverage

Nevertheless, the editorial position of ODN became clearer in its condemnation of
the KMT’s pro-independence position following that party’s defeat by Chen Shui-
bian, the candidate of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP): ‘The KMT was
divided so it was defeated. Chen Shui-bian steps up, the future is worrisome’.558

Although the editorial seemingly criticised the KMT and adopted the Chinese
thinking that if Chen was elected, the future of the Sino-Taiwan relationship
would be worrisome, in its last paragraph; the editorial used the incident to criti-
cise the CCP’s role in Chen’s victory. It even concluded that the DPP came to
power largely as a result of Beijing’s repressive measures in the past two decades.
In this case, the editorial line was more than ambiguous, it was actually contra-
dictory. On the one hand, it toed the Chinese line by linking the KMT’s downfall
to corruption; on the other hand, it made use of the occasion to criticise China’s
wrongful policy by stating that Taiwan’s independent DPP was victorious largely
due to the mainland’s unrelenting threats or war. Here, the editorial took heed of
both the Chinese official nationalistic call and the popular Taiwanese nationalistic
sentiment at the same time, though in a clumsy way.
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Though ODN did not allocate an opinion/editorial section to contributors and
staff analysts, they did have a small column in their China section. Before the
election, the column traced the Taiwanese independence movement’s history;
more importantly it also wrote about the ‘Taiwan independence movement
having the support of the United States’ and ‘carrying out terrorist attacks in
support of independence.’ As the column was supposed to be expressing an indi-
vidual’s opinion, there was no mechanism for news checking or balanced report-
ing. The column did not, however, occupy a prominent position.

Analysis and summary

In sum, the mass circulation Oriental Daily News put more emphasis on journal-
istic discourse than other papers, in terms of the selection, emphasis and
presentation of stories. However, the paper also operated under contextual con-
straints, in the sense that it could not disagree with the larger goal of national
unification. There was a widespread impression among both journalists and the
public that it was prudent for the press to engage in a degree of self-censorship.
The pressures on journalists to self-censor are usually subtle and indirect.559

Although numerous articles on these subjects continued to appear in print, the
reports of Chinese-language journalists seem to show a pervasive, if tacit, under-
standing that editors expected those reporting on China to be particularly certain
of their facts and careful in their wording.

Another source of pressure came from the belief held by some publishers and
editors that advertising revenues or their business interests in China would suffer
if they were seen to be too antagonistic to China or powerful local interests.
There are no reports of direct orders to refrain from covering a certain issue, but
there was a widely shared perception of a need for special care on topics of
particular sensitivity to China or Hong Kong’s powerful business interests, such
as the matter of Taiwanese independence, or the relations of powerful business-
men and women with the Central Government.

It appears that they adopted a series of measures such as juxtaposition of
facts, and ambiguity in tone to create space for readers to form their own opin-
ions. It might be partly due to the fact that the Taiwanese election was such a
media event that the mass circulation paper could not afford to ignore those
news items with mass appeal. Market forces, with their economic implications,
hence played a role in countering state pressure. Also, popular nationalistic sen-
timent was so overwhelming that it occasionally overshadowed the official
Chinese nationalistic call. Furthermore, the factionalism within the SAR dis-
cussed earlier shows that members of the Hong Kong elite were not necessarily
in agreement on sensitive Chinese political issues such as this Sino-Taiwanese
confrontation.
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Ming Pao Daily News

Sources used

The coverage of the Chinese-language quality newspaper, Ming Pao Daily News
(MPDN), gave more support to the nationalistic discourse. It dominated over the
journalistic discourse in the following ways. First, the predominance of official
and related Chinese sources in news coverage, in terms of both number and
importance, is the crux of the problem. For instance, there were numerous inter-
views with Deputies to the NPC and Delegates of the CPPCC. While the NPC
was generally regarded as the Chinese Parliament, whose main job was to pass
the Central Government’s annual budget, bills and motions, the CPPCC acted as
the major consultative instrument for the Central Government to gauge support
from other representatives. These were the two main approved political bodies
in China, though neither the Deputies nor the Delegates were democratically
elected.

The Chinese leadership used the occasion of a meeting of the NPC to pro-
nounce their dislike of Taiwan’s outgoing President, Lee Teng-hui. This was
covered in a report in MPDN entitled ‘Lee Teng-hui was the representative of
pro-Taiwan independence – the Government Work Report criticised Lee for the
first time’.560 This was the first time China openly criticised Lee in the Annual
Report of the Chinese Government. The paper also quoted General Zhang
Wannian as saying if Taiwan went independent, that would mean war.561 The
fact that Chinese Premier, Zhu Rongji, ‘received most applause’ when he read
his report to the NPC Deputies and the CPPCC Delegates, became a major news
story.562

The fact that the Chinese Premier criticised the Taiwanese leader was naturally
big news. There was, however, hardly any explanation for such a high profile
accusation. The reason China promoted this anti-Lee Teng-hui sentiment was only
explained in a regular column under a pen name.563 The open condemnation was
said to be risk-free because Lee was an outgoing political figure. The column said:
‘In the opening session of the CPPCC, the Deputy Chairman Yep Xuan-ping
strongly criticized Lee Teng-hui as the representative of Taiwanese separatism . . .
in the eyes of the Chinese leadership, Lee is a former political heavyweight, he
cannot represent anyone, so Beijing dares to criticize him openly.’564

With the above coverage, MPDN is exercising a kind of unthinking accep-
tance of the importance (in terms of both news sense and politics) of what NPC
and CPPCC had told the nation and the world about Taiwan. Likewise it is an
unthinking assumption by MPDN of the mouthpiece role of propagating what
both organisations said, without giving alternative interpretations of what they
said, to say the least. The daily thus helped to construct a ‘reality’ by giving out
this ‘risk-free’ but casual analysis.
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Nature of coverage, headlines, use of pictures etc.

There is further evidence indicating that MPDN tended to adopt a nationalistic
discourse. First, its reporters tended to have a preconceived position as regards
the reunification controversy. For instance, interviews with Taiwanese candid-
ates were usually conducted in accordance with the mainland’s unification
framework. For example, one of the questions put to all three main candidates
was loaded:

The Beijing authorities have indicated that they, the people from across the
Taiwan Strait, do not want to see a pro-Taiwan independence candidate
elected. Also, Hong Kong and overseas Chinese are worried that Chen
Shui-bian, the candidate of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) will be
elected, as they think that would make the Sino-Taiwanese relationship
even more tense. But if Chen does get elected, what do you think the effect
will be on the development of relations across the Strait and the develop-
ment of Taiwan politics?565

Here the reporter seemed to represent Chinese not only in Hong Kong but also
all over the world. How does the journalist get the impression that Chen Shui-
bian’s victory would adversely affect Sino-Taiwanese relations? The legitimacy
of the question is seriously doubtful – there was no explanation whatsoever as to
how the reporter came up with such a leading question. One possibility is that
the daily adopted, and indeed endorsed, the nationalistic framework of analysis.

Similarly, the allocation of space to news coverage tended to favour a ‘pro-
China’566 position. For instance, a lot of prominent coverage was given to
Chinese leaders explaining Chinese policy. Although there appeared to be dif-
ferences in the positions of the various power factions as events unfolded, the
coverage closely followed the Chinese line. Very often, the paper simply
reported the rhetoric of the Chinese leaders, namely Chinese President, Jiang
Zemin, Chinese Premier, Zhu Rongji and Vice Premier, Qian Qichen, without
critical interpretations and analyses.

For instance, after the publication of the White Paper in late February 2000,
the United States strongly reacted to the mainland’s threat of war against
Taiwan. Chinese Vice Premier, Qian Qichen, dismissed the threat allegation as
resulting from the ‘Taiwanese guilty conscience’. A report quoted Qian in its
title ‘Qian: it will be best if reunification takes place as soon as possible – he
rejected the allegation that China uses military force to intimidate Taiwan, and
he pointed out that the Taiwanese felt guilty and so perceived [China as] a threat
to themselves’.567 During a session with a group of Hong Kong Deputies, who
were selected from certain constituencies in Hong Kong by the Central Govern-
ment, Qian explained: ‘When we published the White Paper, they [the Tai-
wanese] said it was a threat, when the People’s Liberation Army said something,
again they said it was a threat. In reality there was no threat, they felt that way
because they were timid and had a guilty conscience. So they were afraid of this
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and that.’568 The report took for granted that Qian said this, and neither analysed
the truthfulness of the content, nor attempted to get any reaction from the other
side.

Likewise, on the following day, the Chinese President, Jiang Zemin, stated
that ‘there would be no war in March’, making an effort to alleviate fears of an
imminent war before the Taiwanese election.569 The story quoted Jiang and used
ancient Chinese poems to imply the Taiwanese worry was an imaginary one.
Again, the daily did not attempt to explain why the Chinese leader’s position
had softened. This, in fact, was apparently in response to the strong reaction of
the U.S. following the publication of the White Paper mentioned above.

This method of reporting without explanation meant the paper could avoid
taking a stand on the rights and wrongs of political events. At one time, MPDN
reported that Beijing has softened and therefore not prepared to go to war. But at
another time it propagated what the Chinese leadership wanted to warn Taipei.
Without giving any explanation on the two-prong strategy of Beijing’s leader-
ship, MPDN’s coverage in itself looks incoherent. The Chinese position towards
Taiwan did not soften; in fact, it was tactically adjusted, but stayed as vigilant as
ever. Three days before polling day, the Chinese Premier, Zhu Rongji, emerged
with the toughest warning yet. MPDN used the Chinese Premier’s strong words
as headings and subheadings.570

The headline was indeed daunting: ‘Zhu: those who are pro-Taiwan
independence will not have a good ending – strong warning, we will not spare
blood to defend re-unification’. Subtitles read: ‘We will support whoever
endorses one China’ / ‘The Taiwanese people face an urgent historical
moment’ / ‘Will there be a military demonstration? Zhu: “wait and see” ’. At the
side, there was another strong warning entitled ‘Deputy Commissioner of
Nanjing military zone: If Taiwanese people opt for Chen Shui-bian this implies
they opt for war’.571 It is worth going into details about this news report because
it demonstrates how the layout and presentation all helped to promote an escala-
tion in tension. Apart from the fact that the Chinese leader’s reiteration of his
position came on the eve of Taiwan’s polling day, there appeared not to be much
actual news in the incident. The real news, of course, was the fierce emotion
expressed by the Chinese Premier, Zhu Rongji. MPDN illustrated the escalation
in Sino-Taiwanese tension by printing several large pictures of Zhu’s fierce
facial expressions and the story covered half a broadsheet to make the point. The
timing of this very tough warning perhaps had to do with the final recognition by
the mainland government that the pro-independence candidate, Chen Shui-bian,
was gaining momentum. It also indicates the Chinese leadership’s urgent desire
both to swing voters and pressure the candidates into giving up their pro-
independence stances. However, there was no explanation of this in the news
reporting, merely shots from the Chinese side.

The reaction from Chen Shui-bian was given a far from proportional space,
and was instead buried on an inside page. He stressed that Taiwan would not
accept the notion of ‘one country, two systems’ and it would neither be a
‘second Hong Kong’ nor a ‘second Macau’. Chen had made a valid point and it
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appears to be a newsworthy story. The fact his response was not prominently
displayed can be explained by the fact that it was contrary to the story-telling of
a unification discourse.

The layout and presentation of news reports also sometimes enhanced the
Chinese propaganda, and gave readers the impression that war was imminent.
For instance, a graphic of a type common in mass-circulation papers was put in
front of the election news, apparently indicating the two main issues relating to
the Taiwanese presidential election: the election campaign war in Taiwan itself;
and more importantly, the implied threat of imminent war on the part of the
Central Government. A senior Chinese official in charge of the cross-Strait
negotiations, Tang Shu-bei, issued a warning should the Taiwanese election
deliver a pro-independence victory:

Sino-Taiwanese trade will be terminated if Taiwan stops being part of
China, and if across the Taiwan Strait there are two Chinese countries. We
cannot imagine that Taiwan will be able to get 15 billion U.S. dollars trade
surplus, nor can we imagine that the people [of the mainland and Taiwan]
will be able to marry, study and travel freely across the Strait.’572

This was another attempt to sway Taiwanese voters and candidates by threaten-
ing them with material loss and other restrictions.

Ming Pao’s embrace of China’s official position

Stories about the United States’ intervention were seemingly framed from a
Chinese perspective. For example, when the U.S. government summoned Li
Zhaoxing, the Chinese ambassador in Washington D.C., the story, entitled ‘The
U.S. is concerned about the consequences of the “White Paper” ’,573 scaled down
the serious tone of the U.S. reaction. However, the tone was more forceful
and upbeat when covering the Chinese response to the U.S. statement: ‘China
condemns America’s Taiwanese policy as an interference with Chinese
sovereignty’.574

MPDN reporters also toned down the language used, and sometimes omitted
words, because of the repressive nature of Chinese strictures against reporting
on the Chinese scene. For example, Lee Teng-hui, the Taiwanese President,
branded Beijing as a ‘hooligan’ for threatening to invade unless the island
reunited with the mainland. In a report entitled ‘Lee Teng-hui: mainland should
not rely on their forces; the White Paper is a threatening tactic’,575 terms such as
‘hooligan’ and ‘hegemony’ used by Lee were either omitted altogether or buried
in the story. Instead, the daily played up another story ridiculing Lee Teng-hui
by quoting his ex-ally: ‘James Soong laughs at Lee Teng-hui’s threatening
tactics, saying they are similar to those of the Chinese Communist Party.’576
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EDITORIAL LINE: PATRIOTIC

In such a nationalistic reporting framework, the editorial line developed its own
patriotic theme in favour of the ‘one China’ policy. The editorial content ranged
from elaboration on the need for ‘reunification’ with Taiwan to avoid the threat
of war, to tactics for handling pro-Taiwanese independence representatives,
namely Lee Teng-hui and Chen Shui-bian. Anti-Lee Teng-hui and anti-Chen
Shui-bian sub-themes also developed.

The nationalistic tendency was most obvious in editorials such as ‘Reunifica-
tion must proceed with patience’577 and ‘Beijing is increasing pressure on
Taipei’.578 The latter dismissed the ‘threat and harassment’ to the island saying
that it was just another ‘offensive by the pen and intimidation by the sword’
trick designed to influence the presidential election in Taiwan. However, it
added that ‘the tactic has moved from an ordinary declaration of policy towards
a nationwide mobilisation . . . it also aims to put pressure on the president-elect
and compel Taipei to come to the conference table.’

According to the editorial, Beijing was worried that under a new administra-
tion, Taiwan might resort to ‘overt procrastination and covert independence’. It
was because of this worry that the CPPCC launched a high-profile attack on Lee
Teng-hui’s ‘state-to-state special relationship’ theory and warned that ‘to opt for
taidu [Taiwan independence] would be to opt for war’.

The analysis went further to show evidence that Chinese tactics were
effective:

Chen Shui-bian . . . has indicated he will neither have the ‘state-to-state
special relationship’ theory included in the constitution nor propose a refer-
endum on taidu [Taiwan independence] . . . What they have done shows
Beijing’s offensive has roused a response from the Taiwan people. . . .
Beijing has completed its preparations for mobilising the party, the govern-
ment, the armed services and non-government groups.

The editorial concluded by endorsing the position of Beijing that:

Taipei must come to the conference table rather than resort to delaying
tactics when the election is over and that, unless it does so, Taipei will feel
increasing political and military pressure from the mainland. That point
merits the attention of those to whom the Taiwan question is of concern.579

Two days before polling day, things seemed to be going Chen Shui-bian’s way,
and MPDN came up with some advice for China on how to tackle the potential
new president. In an editorial entitled ‘Beijing “attack Bian”; but must have
strategy’,580 it began questioning how Beijing could possibly tackle issues if
Chen really got elected given that the Chinese leadership had repeatedly con-
demned him. It said ‘Even though Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji sent out a severe
warning, in fact, he has since had some reservations. In comparison, the position
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of the military generals seems to be more rigid. Thus it will be difficult to main-
tain face.’ The editorial sensibly concluded by saying that ‘in fact, Beijing
should keep a cool head and give a period of grace to observe developments in
Taiwan.’ The ambivalent and conciliatory tone of the editorial can be explained
by the rivalry between popular nationalism and Chinese official nationalism dis-
cussed in the contextual analysis. Because MPDN claimed to be the ‘Chinese
people’s paper’, it largely adopted the official Chinese viewpoint. However, as a
leading Hong Kong Chinese-language daily, it also needed to take heed of local
popular nationalistic sentiment, which was on the whole aspiring to, and
impressed by, Taiwan’s democratic movement and the success of Taiwan’s
peaceful transfer of power.

Relating the elections to Hong Kong readers

In order to establish the relevance of Chinese politics to Hong Kong, MPDN
traditionally allocated space to regular commentators and occasional contribu-
tors to comment on current affairs. The opinions represented a wide political
spectrum ranging from pro-China to relatively liberal commentators, from the
viewpoints of academics to those of politicians. However, without substantial
independent news reports and in-depth news analysis, this handful of views
tended to be irrelevant and could not provide a vibrant forum. The views
expressed appeared more and more incoherent following the 1997 handover.
These commentaries had another function: to demonstrate that the paper
remained a public space for various interests. Examining the distribution of
authors, and the concerns raised, during the Taiwanese election campaign period
may give an idea of how even an opinion-editorial page was affected by contex-
tual constraints. For instance, in the paper’s forum section, Timothy Wong Ka-
ying, a research coordinator from Lingnan University (a Hong Kong university
operating under the western liberal tradition), wrote, ‘Beijing cannot tolerate
permanent separation of the two places.’581 Here, the message explicitly elabo-
rated on the Chinese line, but, in any case, the Chinese position could not have
been any clearer, the contribution simply served as an endorsement by the elite –
an academic in this instance.

Contributions by politicians from both conservative and liberal camps were
included as well. For example, Ng Hong-man, a Hong Kong Deputy to the
NPC (a Chinese parliament without any democratically elected element),
twice aired his views.582 The Chairman of the pro-China political party, the
Democratic Alliances for the Betterment of Hong Kong (DAB), wrote a
commentary after the election;583 so did the Chairman of the Hong Kong
Democratic Party, the largest pro-democratic party in Hong Kong.584 Other
commentaries appeared to be making practical suggestions such as ‘giving
more time to Taiwan’585 since the goal of ‘making the most distasteful candi-
date unelectable’586 had been defeated, and the Taiwanese had ‘chosen one
among the three bad apples’.587
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Post-election coverage

The post-election coverage of MPDN was misconceived, especially its explana-
tion for the downfall of the KMT and the victory of Taiwan’s pro-independence
movement. After the victory of Chen Shui-bian, the daily continued to advocate
a cooling down period in its editorials, for instance, the one entitled ‘A cooling
down period and time for reflection is required across the Taiwan Strait’. In the
post-election coverage, editorials never described the newly elected Chen Shui-
bian as ‘Taiwanese President’. Instead, they referred to him as the ‘new Tai-
wanese leader’.588 Of course, this was in line with the Chinese position, which
regarded Taiwan as a renegade province of China. When the paper came to
examine the aftermath of the defeat of the KMT, it printed two consecutive edi-
torials to criticise both the KMT and the former president, Lee Teng-hui. In an
editorial entitled ‘The Kuomintang lost because it is not in touch with the
people’s will’, it addressed the issue, and attributed the main reason for the
defeat to Lee Teng-hui’s pro-independence policy. It illustrated the point by
saying, ‘this is not the first time the KMT has lost power: last time it lost to the
CCP because of its own corruption. This time it lost power in Taiwan for the
same reason.’589

The KMT might well have lost power because of corruption. However, what
the editorial did not explain was why the pro-independence standard-bearer,
Chen Shui-bian, won the election. In another editorial entitled ‘Lee Teng-hui
promotes Taiwan independence and was taught a lesson’,590 the daily concluded
that Lee Teng-hui was the ‘black hand’ behind the Taiwanese pro-independence
movement, and that now his real face was exposed, more and more KMT
members asked him to step down. ‘More importantly, he will be responsible for
any potential damage and loss of life in a future war across the Taiwan Strait.’ It
was indisputable that KMT party members had protested against Lee Teng-hui
and demanded his resignation from the party’s chairmanship. However, the edi-
torial seemed to be far-fetched in predicting, first, that there would be a war and,
second, that he would be responsible for ‘damage and loss of life’ in a war that
had not yet happened.

The problem lies with political blindness. It blinded itself by blindly follow-
ing the Beijing perspective in interpreting the outcome of Taiwan election. The
political space for imagination is thus curtailed and the coverage is bounded to
be misjudged and misleading.

Analysis

In sum, the Chinese Government perspective appeared to be predominant in this
quality Chinese-language paper whose proprietor wished to turn it into a
‘Chinese people’s paper’. Here, the factor of popular nationalism was playing its
role in countering official Chinese nationalism. The split within the Hong Kong
elite may also have played a part in the paper’s decision to allocate equal space
to commentaries by both liberal and conservative politicians and academics.
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Similarly, journalistic discourse could still be found in both news reports and
commentary, though it was not given as much weight as nationalistic discourse.
This perhaps could be explained by the economic implications for a newspaper
operating in a market economy.

South China Morning Post

Sources used

South China Morning Post (SCMP) represents in its purest form the western
liberal newspaper tradition. It is an English-language paper with a western
editor, and many of the writers and editors are Europeans. While MPDN and
ODN are in Chinese, and have mainly employed reporters and contributors from
Hong Kong and mainland China in recent years, SCMP has a couple of Hong
Kong Chinese and mainland Chinese reporters to cover both local Hong Kong
news and news about China. The story-telling of SCMP was more or less in the
tradition of the British liberal press with a fact-finding approach. In other words,
it printed analysis, traced the background and attempted to explain the issues.
For instance, it described the background to the clash across the Taiwan Strait
and also the close economic relationship between Taiwan and the mainland. In
an interview with the Vice-Director of the Institute of Taiwan Studies at the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in Beijing, SCMP reported that Taiwanese
investors had invested about US$40 million (Hong Kong $312 million) in the
mainland by directing it through third parties, principally those in Hong Kong.591

Nature of coverage, headlines, use of pictures, etc.

Concerning the difference between the mainland ‘one China’ policy and the Tai-
wanese ‘special-state-to-state’ relationship advocated by the Taiwanese presid-
ent, Lee Teng-hui, it reported what had been agreed in 1992. The report revealed
that representatives from Taipei and Beijing had agreed that ‘while there is one
China, both sides can give their own definition [of statehood]’.592

Key elements of the Sino-Taiwanese controversy, namely the Chinese mili-
tary exercise in 1996, Lee Teng-hui’s pronouncement of a ‘special-state-to-state’
relationship with China, and China’s current anxiety concerning the Taiwanese
independence movement in 2000, were described in related news reports. The
coverage was largely issue-oriented, and the analysis favoured the Taiwanese
perspective and concerns about human rights.

The turning point was the publication of the White Paper, documenting the
mainland’s policy on Taiwan concerning the issue of reunification.593 The news
reports used loaded terms such as ‘big stick’ and ‘carrot’ to describe the Chinese
policy. For instance, in an agency story entitled ‘Sabre-rattling replaced with direct-
trade lure’, SCMP said: ‘after threatening Taiwan with the stick of war, Beijing
held out the carrot of direct trade.’594 However, in another report entitled ‘U.S.
“inflating Taiwan arrogance” – Washington bears unshakable responsibility for
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tensions in Taiwan Strait, says Beijing’, the English-language daily explained the
origin of China’s Taiwan policy. This policy was laid down by Deng Xiaoping, a
senior Chinese leader who advocated economic reform in the late 1970s and early
1980s.595 Moreover, the White Paper was dismissed by Taiwan’s political commen-
tator who said: ‘Last time [4 years before] they fired a real missile and it drew
voters to President Lee Teng-hui. This time they fired a paper missile instead.’596

SCMP generally also only used one large picture per page, like most modern
English-language papers, so the choice of picture was key in determining sub-
liminal messages.

SCMP coverage of U.S./western involvement

The English-language daily not only covered the subject matter of the Sino-
Taiwanese confrontation, it also pointed out the involvement of western coun-
tries. As events unfolded, the paper covered issues that were concerned with the
two governments across the Taiwan Strait as well as those involving foreign
powers, particularly the U.S. For instance, in a report entitled ‘U.S. warns Beijing
over Taiwan threat’, it was reported from Washington D.C. that ‘the U.S. intensi-
fied its concern over mainland threats to use force to reunify with Taiwan, with a
senior Pentagon official warning of “incalculable consequences”.’597 The role of
the U.S. was given substantially more weight in SCMP’s coverage than the
Chinese-language papers. Apart from the updated report on the United States’
influence on the Sino-Taiwanese confrontation, the positions of other foreign
governments such as Australia were reported as well. In a news report from
Sydney entitled ‘Australia warns over Taipei threat’, SCMP said: ‘a tumultuous
week in Sino-Australian relations has culminated in the Chinese Ambassador
being officially warned of Canberra’s opposition to Beijing’s recent threat to
Taiwan.’ These reports helped to shed light on Chinese repression and added an
international dimension to what was seemingly a Chinese dispute.

SCMP provided analytical reporting on the latest developments in the situ-
ation. Regarding the Chinese publication of the White Paper, SCMP printed a
report entitled ‘Beijing issues new war threat’598 that went to the heart of the
matter. With regards to Taiwan’s response, a report stated explicitly in the head-
line that Taiwan felt intimidated: ‘Taipei stays defiant on sovereignty – stop
intimidation, Beijing told’.599 The report also gave space in the lead paragraph to
a Taiwanese official who said: ‘Taiwan yesterday issued a defiant riposte to
Beijing’s threat to use force to achieve reunification, insisting the island is an
independent, sovereign state.’600

In dealing with the complexity of the subject matter, SCMP adopted straight-
forward journalistic tactics, relaying information that was newsworthy. On the
one hand, an SCMP report relayed an editorial from the Chinese official news-
paper, People’s Daily, indicating that the Central Government could be flexible:

Beijing wanted reunification as soon as possible, but was willing to offer
concessions, including pushing forward personnel exchanges in the
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economic and cultural fields and establishing direct links in trade, transport
and postal services.601

On the other hand, and more importantly, the SCMP report pointed out Chinese
lies and also the White Paper’s unreasonable demands concerning reunification
by quoting a Taiwanese official:

‘Despite going through various internal and external environmental changes
since 1912, the Republic of China [Taiwan] has not only not ceased [to
exist], rather it has stood firm and continued to grow strong’, Mr. Lin said
. . . In its White Paper, Beijing said that in 1949, ‘the Republic of China’s
historic position was terminated’ and the People’s Republic [of China] was
the sole government exercising sovereignty over all of China, including
Taiwan. ‘These positions completely deny reality’, Mr. Lin said.602

Furthermore, it also indicated that there was not yet a unanimous position
regarding the schedule for reunification with Taiwan by quoting the semi-official
China News Services. In a report entitled ‘Reunification in 20 years, says scholar
– Beijing ‘remains committed to peaceful solution’, a researcher at the Institute
of Taiwan Studies at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in Beijing told
China News Services that the White Paper did not include a reunification
timetable, so that there would be ‘greater flexibility’ for Beijing to seize the
initiative on the Taiwan issue.603

Editorial line: lacking in conviction

Although the coverage of SCMP appeared to adhere to journalistic discourse
that revealed the repressive nature of the Central Government, the paper’s edito-
rial position tended to lack conviction as regards to expressing it explicitly.
During the Sino-Taiwanese conflict, Hong Kong was placed in a sensitive posi-
tion. Paradoxically, although Hong Kong had benefited from the animosity
between the two powers, it was now part of China.604 In these circumstances,
although SCMP carried upfront reports on Sino-Taiwanese tensions, it neverthe-
less appeared unable to criticise China’s reunification policy on Taiwan openly.
For example, it refrained from discussing the justification for Beijing’s threat to
Taiwan. In its editorial entitled ‘Helpful ambiguity’, it attempted to explain the
reason behind Beijing’s policy on Taiwan:

In response to the ‘three ifs’ in Beijing’s recently published White Paper on
Taiwan are three ‘whys’ . . . Beijing’s policy of alternating between tough
and soft words on Taiwan could be connected with the need to placate the
hard-line old guard which yearns to see the island back in the fold, like
Hong Kong and Macau.605

While the editorial acknowledges that Taiwan was different from Hong Kong
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and Macau in the sense that unlike the latter two it was not a colony but ‘a thriv-
ing democracy whose people do not react well to threats’, it did not give an
upfront critique of Chinese intimidation. Instead it advocated the need for ‘delic-
ate behind-the-scenes diplomacy to calm matters’. Finally it concluded that this
could best be done by ‘restoring the ambiguity that existed previously in cross-
Strait relations’.606

Post-election coverage relating to Hong Kong readers

In the aftermath of the Taiwanese election, the relevance of the election for
Hong Kong was seen in both news reports and the commentary section, which
seemingly represented Hong Kong’s aspiration to have a similar democratic
system. In one SCMP news report, Hong Kong residents were said to praise the
Taiwanese electorate for casting ‘courageous’ votes, saying ‘Hong Kong people
say they should be allowed to choose their own political leader’.607

In another analysis entitled ‘Taiwan vote “good for Hong Kong” ’,608 the staff
writer aspired to Taiwan’s peaceful transfer of political power via general elec-
tion. Moreover, there were contributors and columnists who favourably reported
on Taiwan’s success in conducting the presidential election smoothly, despite
mainland China’s threats.610

However, SCMP also printed articles casting doubt on Chen Shui-bian’s
stature and experience, for example, ‘Chen’s political skills face a daunting
test’611 and the editorial entitled ‘Party Hangover’.612

The contrast between Hong Kong’s undemocratic post-colonial situation and
Taiwan’s newly acquired democracy has become an issue since the Taiwanese
election. The relevance of Hong Kong was best illustrated by president-elect,
Chen Shui-bian, when he was quoted in SCMP as saying: ‘we don’t want “one
country, two systems” and Taiwanese voters don’t want Taiwan to become like
Hong Kong and Macau’.613 After Chen crushed the KMT in the election, he
offered an olive branch to Beijing but warned, ‘Taiwan must never become a
second Hong Kong’.614 The undemocratic nature of Hong Kong’s political
system, which was much inferior to the democracy of Taiwan, was rightly
pointed out. The Hong Kong system was held up as an unviable model; this
helped explain why Taiwan did not want to accept the Chinese offer of ‘one
country, two systems’.615

Similarly, Martin Lee, Chairman of the Hong Kong Democratic Party and the
most outspoken of China’s critics, was quoted in a report as saying that he
‘lauded Taiwan democracy’. Yet, although he praised Taiwan’s system of
government, he also said ‘promoting democratic reform had become harder in
Hong Kong since the 1997 handover . . . I hope Taiwan and Hong Kong can
continue [to] influence progress in the mainland towards [the] democratic rule of
law.’616
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SCMP’s coverage in the context of western liberal media values

As discussed earlier in the contextual analysis, there was a constant struggle
between the official Chinese nationalistic/patriotic call and the popular national-
istic appeal. The English-language daily was keen to report on the response of
the general populace to the Taiwanese election, and to contrast the Taiwanese
with the people on China’s side of the Taiwan Strait, who were denied demo-
cracy based on popular election.

The gap between China and Taiwan was shown to be huge when it was
reported that the 1.2 billion mainland Chinese were kept in the dark over the
island’s politics. Covering an Agence France-Presse (AFP) story entitled ‘Main-
land in dark on island politics’, SCMP said, ‘Most mainland Chinese have only a
vague idea about the 13 years of democratic reforms in Taiwan and are in the
dark about this week’s election which has been banished from the pages of the
state press.’617 The press blackout on the mainland and the consequent ignorance
of the mainland Chinese were reflected in the question asked by a Beijing sou-
venir vendor: ‘Will Lee Teng-hui be re-elected?’ The mainland Chinese were
unaware that Taiwan’s President was not standing for re-election. The informa-
tion circulating in mainland China was at best partial and at worst biased. For
instance, Lee Teng-hui was regularly vilified in the mainland press as a ‘trouble-
maker’ and ‘splitter’ working to ensure Taiwan’s separation from China.

Analysis

Although SCMP apparently chose to stick to the journalistic discourse in reporting
the cross-Strait tensions, it also appeared not to dispute the ‘one-China’ policy. In
the sensitive post-colonial circumstances, it appeared difficult to deny the integrity
of Chinese territory and national sovereignty; so it was natural for the mainland to
claim back Taiwan. The logic followed that if Taiwan indefinitely delayed negoti-
ations on reunification, the mainland had cause to speed up the process by any
means, including the use of military force. As the Chinese Foreign Ministry
spokesman, Zhu Bangzao, was quoted in SCMP as saying: ‘after the return of
Hong Kong and Macau’s return to the embrace of the motherland, it is natural that
we have this urgency in solving the problem of Taiwan, the question of Taiwan
cannot be dragged on indefinitely.’618 Bearing in mind the change in ownership of
SCMP, and the Chinese leadership’s repeated nationalistic call and warnings, the
paper was under enormous pressure to conform. It is not surprising that it included
analyses from the pro-China camp, such as a commentary by Shiu Sin-por, a
researcher from the China camp, entitled ‘Taiwan mocks the election process’.619

It was not, in fact, entirely new for the paper to include opinions from the pro-
China camp. More telling perhaps was the editorial position of the paper on the
eve of polling day. In its editorial entitled ‘Turning up the heat’, SCMP said:

Mindful of the fact that most Taiwanese are not prepared to go to war with
the mainland now that they have already achieved de facto independence
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. . . the risk is that belligerent statements by Mr. Zhu Rongji [the Chinese
Premier] may so offend the Taiwanese electorate that they will ignore his
warnings and vote for the candidate Beijing considers most undesirable.620

Although mild, this was a key statement. It was one of the few times the Hong
Kong press stated the true and obvious fact that Taiwan was functioning as a
nation in all but name. But neither ODN nor MPDN ever made this obvious
point in their editorials.

Differences and similarities between coverage

To sum up, in covering such a major media event, all three newspapers deployed
their resources to ensure they received dispatches from Washington D.C.,
Taipei, Keelung (a coastal city in Taiwan), Kaohsiung (a southern city in
Taiwan), Beijing and Shanghai. They also relied on anonymous sources and
non-staff contributors for up-to-date news reports and commentaries.

ODN tended to be ambiguous in terms of its editorials, but it covered stories
ranging from the political to the human interest. This mass circulation Chinese-
language daily often turned political news into sensational stories in order to
appeal to the widest readership. It adopted tactics such as juxtaposing a news
story and a photo story, when the tone of the latter might not necessarily be con-
sistent with that of the former. In this way, readers were not led to a definite con-
clusion but were rather given space to form their own opinion.

MPDN was more definite in its editorial position in terms of selection and
display of news reports. This intellectual daily, which appealed to the Chinese
elite in Hong Kong, represented the dominant discourse in the post-colonial
period, which was largely a patriotic-nationalist one. However, even MPDN,
which attempted to live up to its claim to be the ‘Chinese people’s paper’, could
not totally disregard western liberal journalistic norms. In other words, it could
not afford to omit significant news, though it might cast it in a particular light in
the way it framed the story, and by the adoption of official terminology.

The English-language daily, SCMP, was relatively liberal and seemingly created
a public space in which readers could interpret news events and formulate their own
opinions. However, even in respect of such a relatively liberal paper, which enjoyed
a journalistic tradition lasting over a century, evidence still showed that it also oper-
ated under the constraints of the internal and external environment.

Analysis

Common ground between papers: a shared discourse

The three daily newspapers all shared a common discourse, i.e. the post-
colonial/nationalistic discourse. In other words, during the Taiwanese election,
they all chose not to dispute the Chinese line of national sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity. Even though we can see that ODN and SCMP sometimes deviated
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from this line by employing ‘factual reporting’ or measures (such as using
anonymous or foreign sources occasionally), the political guideline of taking
‘social responsibility’ was faithfully followed.

Regarding newspapers attempting to make the issue more relevant to Hong
Kong readers: there were reports that Hong Kong could be involved in any military
action, and reports that the Hong Kong garrison of the People’s Liberation Army
(PLA) was on ‘high alert’ etc.621 To some reporters, the ‘high alert’ story was
‘released by China explicitly to try and raise tensions in Hong Kong and make
Hong Kong people turn against Taiwan and its democratic system, making demo-
cracy appear disruptive and troublesome’.622 According to one reporter, at least one
of the photographs released by Xinhua News Agency, the Chinese official news pro-
paganda machine, and used by Hong Kong papers was ‘faked to make pictures of
China’s military might appear more impressive’.623 The three papers in this study
seem not to have handled this news. They neither questioned nor analysed it.

Key differences

IMPACT OF PRESENTATION

The key differences among the three dailies, however, resulted from differences
in presentation, and the degree to which their proprietor interfered with editorial
content. While MPDN very often adopted the official Chinese terminology,
ODN chose to adopt evasive tactics, such as juxtaposition and ambiguity, and
the use of misleading emphasis in headlines. The English-language SCMP chose
to adhere to the British liberal press tradition, and appeared to be the most
upfront, factual and balanced of the three in its reportage and commentary.

IMPACT OF OWNER

The impact of the owners on the three dailies can only be seen by implication at
this stage. The mass circulation ODN may have been concerned about its appeal
to the general reader. The strong emphasis on economic profits might have
meant that journalists were able to counter the apparent state and ideological
pressures in the changing political environment. The reason for this is that most
Hong Kong people after just three years of Chinese rule did not subscribe to
mainland political thinking, and papers that explicitly adopted China’s line on
all matters sold fewer copies. Therefore, profit-chasing caused the paper to reject
the mainland political framework. While the proprietor’s influence on ODN in
this specific case study may not be absolutely clear, the impact of the Malaysian
Chinese businessman/proprietor on MPDN can be demonstrated more confi-
dently. The evidence of the paper’s selection of news topics, news angle and
even choice of questions to election candidates all point the same way, that is,
the paper has completely adopted China’s viewpoint on the Taiwan issue. This
complete acceptance of China’s position might have something to do with the
owner’s desire to turn the paper into the ‘Chinese people’s paper’.
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Contrary to the nationalistic position of MPDN, SCMP, though also owned by
a Malaysian Chinese businessman, perhaps found a way to absorb the owner’s
impact and continue to uphold its journalistic professionalism in a distinct way.

IMPACT OF JOURNALISTIC CULTURE

The generally balanced and factual analytical reporting of SCMP demonstrates
the impact of journalistic culture on the complex interaction between the polit-
ical economy of the media and the journalistic profession. Even in the cases of
nationalistic MPDN and mass circulation ODN, we can find evidence of the
impact of journalistic culture here and there.

Concluding remarks

The three arguments discussed in the section on contextual analysis, namely
official nationalism versus popular nationalism, factionalism within Hong Kong
and the political economy factor in the media, all played a role in either restrict-
ing or enhancing the journalistic practices of the Hong Kong press.

From a media coverage viewpoint, this Taiwanese election was unprece-
dented in Chinese society: a popular election involving millions of people rally-
ing and campaigning that also inspired the 7 million inhabitants of Hong Kong.

Similarly, the highly sensitive nature of the confrontation between the main-
land and Taiwan had an impact on the Hong Kong economy and disrupted the
balance of stability in Asia. On the surface, newspapers like ODN, MPDN and
even SCMP, on the whole adopted the Chinese perspective on the ideological
battle between Taiwan and the mainland. The Chinese call for reunification with
Taiwan appeared to be natural and legitimate within the national goal of accom-
plishing and maintaining national sovereignty and territorial integrity. Accord-
ing to this way of thinking, it was not right to argue otherwise. Therefore, news
reports of a Chinese nationalistic nature were prominently displayed and pre-
sented as authoritative. However, because market forces and the western liberal
journalistic culture exerted a pull in the opposite direction, the reporting and edi-
torial line could appear confused, and sometimes contradictory.
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5 Regime change and media control

Introduction

The Chinese regime’s media policy aimed to place restrictions on, and stream-
line, its media to serve its purpose. However, the Hong Kong media were far
from cooperative, though some have compromised even if they have not entirely
complied with the new rules. The introduction to the annual report on freedom
of expression in Hong Kong, compiled by the Hong Kong Journalists Associ-
ation and Article 19, described the five years since the political regime change as
‘hav[ing] proved worrisome ones for freedom of expression – not worrisome in
the sense that there has been a definitive and unambiguous erosion of this
important right, but worrisome nonetheless. The coming five years may yet
prove more challenging.’624 The report then went on to describe how ‘the
environment for vibrant and healthy free expression, and a free press, in Hong
Kong has become hazy, and more ambiguous, since 1997.’ What caused the
press freedom watchdogs to condemn the erosion of freedom of expression was
a growing awareness that the media were being manipulated in a number of
ways including political control, economic corruption and suppression.

My argument in this chapter is that a control mechanism was at work during
the five years since 1997. Though this mechanism was not unique, and had been
operating since the transition period, it had nevertheless become more sophistic-
ated. However, the effect of this control mechanism was uncertain, judging from
the resistance of practitioners to it and the ongoing negotiations revealed by
interviewees who included management and senior editorial staff.

Two trends in media development can be noted in 2002: a rising political
caution, and a strong inclination to ‘dumb down’ the media five years after the
political handover of Hong Kong. Political intervention was regarded not as
overt but a result of market forces producing corruption and suppression, as
it became increasingly evident that political caution and sensationalism/
trivialisation have become two sides of the same coin. The political caution
included, for instance, limited coverage of Taiwanese politics and actions related
to the independence of Taiwan; the activities of the spiritual meditation group,
Falun Gong; Tibet and Xinjiang; and criticism of the Chinese leadership.

This chapter does not attempt to investigate the degree to which press



freedom in Hong Kong has been eroded. Rather, it traces the causes of the con-
traction of press freedom by analysing the control exerted, primarily, by the
owner; and the effect of the decolonisation process and its subsequent impact on
the political economy, and cultural and social aspects. I shall specifically investi-
gate the structural change in Hong Kong society, and the structural change that
took place in news organisations and institutes, to find an explanation for the
materialisation of this apparently ‘hazy, and more ambiguous’ environment, and
its link to the instalment of a new political regime.

This chapter and Chapter 6 are based primarily on the findings of face-to-face
in-depth interviews with 56 journalists and senior news executives at major print
media and some broadcasting media in Hong Kong. They were selected primar-
ily according to two guiding principles.625 First, they had personal knowledge of
the issues and events covered in the case studies analysed in Chapters 2 to 4.
Second, almost two-thirds of them were high-ranking editorial or managerial
news practitioners who were either policy and decision-makers, or enjoyed
access to the daily deliberative process. Journalists at all levels were approached
using the press list of the Hong Kong Journalists Association, but the focus is
more on senior people as they are rarely interviewed, and were more involved in
decision-making and policy-making.626 Fifty-seven individuals were contacted,
with only one refusal. The purpose of the interviews was to understand better the
influence of politics and economics on the functioning of news organisations in
general, and the influence of political change in particular. The following people
were interviewed: six senior reporters, columnists or editorial writers; ten news
editors and five academic contributors; 35 senior news executives, including 15
deputy or chief editors, two chief executive officers and a manager; 11 executive
producers or broadcasters; and six publishers or proprietors. Interviewees were
drawn from different levels of the hierarchy as well as from different main-
stream media organisations, so that there was both vertical and horizontal
representation.

The investigation is intended to be representative of the political spectrum as
well as of opinion within a particular news organisation. Representing the left
were journalists from Beijing-backed Wen Wei Po, Ta Kung Pao and Xinhua
News Agency. The more liberal news organisations included SCMP, Hong Kong
Economic Journal and MPDN. The mass circulation newspapers, ODN and
Apple Daily, represent the middle ground. A full list highlighting representation
across news organisations can be found in Tables 4.1 to 4.3 of the appendix.
Some of the interviewees were interviewed and written to more than once. The
average time spent on each interview was between 60 and 90 minutes. The total
time devoted to interviews amounted to around 4,000 minutes. The interviewees
have mostly remained anonymous in order to protect their confidentiality.
However, there are exceptions, in which case the prior consent of the person in
question was secured. In addition to these interviews, the two chapters also draw
upon a large amount of information published in newspapers, journals and
research publications.
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Flak

From the transition period to the post-colonial era, there were concerns regard-
ing state policy towards the Hong Kong media. First, the tightening of policy
was exemplified by a series of tirades by senior Chinese officials in the 1990s,
especially after the Tiananmen crackdown. For example, Chinese Vice Premier,
Qian Qichen, issued seven guidelines to be observed by the Hong Kong, Macau,
Taiwanese and foreign media when covering news about China.627 The attack on
the Hong Kong press included condemnation of the so-called promotion and
advocacy of ‘subversive and separatist’ views relating to the Chinese dissident
states, Taiwan, Xinjiang and Tibet, with Taiwan as the most sensitive issue in
the five years following the handover.628 However, China did not forbid the com-
memoration of the 1989 Beijing Student Movement.629 One explanation for
China’s accommodation of the 1989 and 4 June vigil held in Hong Kong was
that Beijing believed that those in self-exile did not pose an immediate threat to
the rule of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). However, this does not mean
that the CCP relaxed its grip on the Hong Kong media.

As 1997 drew closer, China aimed strong rhetoric at certain Hong Kong media
organisations and their journalists who continued to be outspoken about China. It
is known that the CCP traditionally regarded the news media as one of the four
best weapons for control and rule; the others being the military, the party and pro-
paganda. Thus the news media were regarded as being as important as the mili-
tary.630 The flak directed at the Hong Kong media created psychological pressure
on journalists and management alike. This psychological pressure caused writers
to limit the legitimate scope of their reporting voluntarily and to set political
boundaries. The effect of this was apparent in respect of issues such as Taiwan
and its relations with China, as shown in Chapter 4. Attacks on the media took a
variety of forms. Before 1997, Lu Ping, the director of the Hong Kong and
Macau Affairs Office, State Council, issued a warning against advocating the
independence of Taiwan, Tibet and Xinjiang province.631 As described above,
Qian Qichen, Chinese Vice Premier, laid down clear ground rules for post-1997
reportage, for example, no criticism of the Chinese leadership was allowed.632

The Central Government’s representative in Hong Kong, Wang Fengchao, the
deputy director of the China Liaison Office in Hong Kong,633 together with other
pro-China allies, took the lead in condemning a Cable TV reporter’s interview
with the newly elected Taiwanese deputy president, Annette Lu.634

Flak from all sides continued after 1997 and became even more explicit and
direct. Posing questions to Chinese leaders was interpreted as challenging the
authorities, so it was condemned. A Hong Kong reporter was criticised for
asking the Chinese Premier, Zhu Rongji, for his reaction to the protest by
Reporters Sans Frontières (Reporters Without Borders).635 The spokesman lec-
tured the reporter saying that she should have been grateful to be part of the
Chinese press delegation allowed to cover the Premier’s foreign trip.636

In a separate incident, Jiang Zemin, General Secretary of the CCP, attacked
the professionalism of Hong Kong journalists, calling them ‘simpl[istic] and
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sometimes naïve’. He reacted incredibly strongly when asked whether it was an
‘imperial order’ from Beijing for Tung Chee-hwa, the Chief Executive of the
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR), to serve a second term of
office from the year 2002.637 The Chinese leader regarded the question as embar-
rassing, and complained that the Hong Kong press was not sufficiently patriotic
to show political sensitivity. Although the Hong Kong Chief Executive was
elected by a group of several hundred representatives, it was nothing close to a
democratic election.638

Central and provincial influence

Not only top Chinese leaders, but provincial officials also pointed the finger at
the Hong Kong press when the latter continued to practise critical and independ-
ent journalism on mainland China’s territory. This also reveals a sharp rivalry
between the HKSAR and other provinces in terms of promoting local inter-
ests.639 For instance, in early 2003, a mayor of Guangzhou city (the capital of
Guangdong province, the southern Chinese province neighbouring Hong Kong)
openly criticised a Hong Kong reporter for bringing a Hong Kong journalistic
way of doing things to Guangdong province.640 The Chinese official found it irri-
tating to face unexpected questions, so he rebuked the reporter for pointing out
the government’s accountability on certain issues.

This indicates that two levels of control mechanism were at work: first, the
Central Government versus the HKSAR, and second, the HKSAR administra-
tion versus provincial ones. Local people, such as the Hong Kong representative
and pro-China allies, helped to keep the control mechanism operating, but some-
times they overdid things in their efforts to make the press conform. For
example, a journalist who unsuccessfully attempted to interview the deputy Tai-
wanese President, Annette Lu, was accused of contravening the Chinese media
regulations.641

From China’s perspective, the importance of Hong Kong declined following
Hong Kong’s return to China. China had progressed enormously both economic-
ally and socially over time. The economic boom of China’s southern and coastal
provinces, for example, following reform and the open door policy put in place
two decades before, meant China need not rely so heavily on Hong Kong for
investment, information and a window to the west. Both overseas and domestic
business opportunities could be enjoyed without the mediation of Hong Kong. In
fact, both the Hong Kong business community and professionals turned to the
mainland Chinese market for investment opportunities and jobs.

Marginalisation

The Chinese authorities could in turn make use of the new interest in China to
make journalists as well as publishers fall into line with the official Chinese
position. Coercion has taken different forms, such as interrogation of journalists,
and blacklisting them and their newspapers from covering official events in
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mainland China. In some of the worst cases journalists were detained for periods
lasting from several hours to days, and only released after signing letters of
repentance. Journalists have been put behind bars for years or been deported
from the country, having had their travel documents confiscated and being
permanently banned from re-entering the country.642

Physical restrictions have been a serious blow to news reporters on the China
beat, as well as foreign correspondents. This has not been carried out randomly;
unwanted visitors/journalists have been targeted to serve as a deterrent to others.
Their only ‘crime’ has been either that their reportage/writing has been cate-
gorised as ‘unfavourable’ to China,643 or simply because of the reporter’s associ-
ation with a ‘hostile’ or ‘unfriendly’ news organisation.644

Economic suppression

The Chinese specifically targeted those who owned media organisations or who
had influence within them. They used verbal threats and economic sanctions
against their enemies, but actively solicited the support of those they considered
to be their friends. Amongst the former was Jimmy Lai, an entrepreneur born in
China who had fled to Hong Kong for a better life, and later became a media
tycoon. Lai wept when he talked about the imminent reunification with China,
apparently because he feared that the incoming government would take away all
the freedom he had hoped to enjoy.645 Lai had started as an entrepreneur special-
ising in the garment business. In contrast to previous newspaper proprietors,
whose newspapers were their only business, his newspaper businesses, including
Apple Daily, were a secondary interest for him. After he started Next Magazine
in Hong Kong in the early 1990s, his garment business in mainland China was
subjected to violence and regulatory restrictions, apparently because of the crit-
ical and popular stance of Next Magazine and Apple Daily. After his garment
business was sabotaged by the Chinese authorities he sold all his shares and
severed links with the company completely. His media business then became his
only business. The prohibition on Next Magazine and Apple Daily from covering
news in China continued, however.646

Carrot tactics

The Chinese authorities, on the other hand, were skilled at wooing specific busi-
nessmen and women whom they regarded as potential friends. The rewards they
offered to those who contributed to Chinese reunification were not at all dissimi-
lar to those the British had in the past given to members of the Chinese elite for
help in ruling their colony. The rewards offered by the Chinese after 1997
ranged from Bauhinia Award647 and appointments as advisers on Hong Kong
affairs, to recommendations to Beijing that their favoured should become
people’s representatives, such as deputies of the National People’s Congress
(NPC) and delegates to the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference
(CPPCC).

Regime change and media control 121



The distinctive feature here is that the central authorities as well as the
HKSAR government appeared to be keen to give prestige status or a nationalis-
tic identity to newspaper proprietors, such as Sally Aw (the former proprietor of
Chinese-language Sing Tao Daily News), Charles Ho (the current proprietor of
Sing Tao Daily News) and Robert Kuok (the proprietor of the English-language
daily, South China Morning Post (SCMP)). These tactics helped to influence
media organisations to write about the administration in a favourable light. As
well as wooing newspaper proprietors, special efforts were made to facilitate
and respond to journalistic demands. For instance, an exclusive interview was
granted to Thomas Abraham, the editor of SCMP, by Chinese vice premier,
Qian Qichen, on the eve of the fifth anniversary of the establishment of the
HKSAR.648 Unsurprisingly, the interview proved mutually beneficial. In that
article, SCMP helped to convey the Chinese message that ‘there would not be
any major change in the election concerning Hong Kong Legislative Council
and the Chief Executive in 2007 as promised by the mini-constitution of the
Hong Kong Basic Law.’649

Other tactics included giving special briefings to certain inner circle daily
newspapers. Some senior journalists received personal phone calls from the
Chief Executive, Tung Chee-hwa, requesting them to tone down negative news,
for example, that he had secretly abolished a controversial project to build
85,000 public housing units a year. However, the papers he contacted largely
maintained their ‘independence’.650 Apart from one quality paper that did what
the Chief Executive asked, other papers, informed by an anonymous official
source, maintained their ‘independent’ judgement and covered the story in
various ways.651 Special trips were also arranged for journalists at the provincial
level so as to familiarise them with the country so they could help paint a rosy
picture of China. Even the ‘unfriendly’ Apple Daily was wooed to the same end.
It was invited to apply for these field trips, though it was turned down at the last
minute. This indicates the rigidity of the central policy whereas there might be
some leeway at provincial level.652

The British legacy

The Chinese authorities consciously and actively made the media fall into line
with a central policy that emphasised ‘social responsibility’ and ‘patriotism’.
Some journalists were reminded of the British way of handling the media. During
the last decade of British rule, the Hong Kong government shifted on the whole
from a suppressive and heavy-handed policy653 to a more persuasive approach
aimed at building up mutual trust and bonds with the press. One journalist who
has worked in both London and Hong Kong for many years commented on the
British style of media manipulation: ‘Sometimes they [the British] only carried
out a certain policy with no discussion; sometimes they made lots of noise but in
fact made no concrete moves.’654 In this way, the British could manipulate the
media behind the scenes without being perceived as disturbing public life too
much. Unlike its predecessor, the HKSAR government rushed to announce pol-
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icies such as the plan to construct 85,000 public housing units a year without
taking heed of the impact on the property market and in turn on the economy.
Once that plan was announced, the property market collapsed, which adversely
affected the public at large and damaged the economy. Yet some journalists
appreciated the new regime, as they regarded it as being more ‘open and fair’.
Following the handover, the government, as the major source of information,
consciously cultivated different newspapers as their leak channels.655

Rivalry among the elite

The attitude of the HKSAR government towards the media did, however, differ
from that of its predecessor in the sense that, on the whole, it adopted the Chinese
perception of what the media’s role should be. That is, the media should take up
the role of ‘social responsibility’ and be patriotic to the country. This attitude was
most apparent during a crisis. During the initial spread of the Severe Acute Res-
piratory Symptom (SARS) epidemic, the Hong Kong media in general gave it
prominent and extensive coverage. However, Long Yong-tu, a senior Chinese
official, said that the media had ‘exaggerated and over-reacted’ which might
cause unnecessary public panic.656 A member of the old elite, Donald Tsang, then
Chief Secretary, defended the Hong Kong media saying that they had done a
good job, and a favour to Hong Kong and China.657 In contrast to the ‘residual
liberty’ enjoyed by the Hong Kong press, two Xinhua News Agency editors were
sacked when they released confidential documents relating to SARS.658 This dis-
crepancy in attitude towards the news media shows the inherent problems with
the ‘one country, two systems’ policy659 and the incompatibility between the offi-
cial Chinese mentality and that of its Hong Kong counterpart.

Even within Hong Kong, the rivalry among the elite was acute. During the
implementation of HKSAR policy (including media policy), discrepancies in
attitude appeared between the old and the new elite. This gave the media space
to manoeuvre. On a deeper level, Chinese attacks on the media jeopardised
Hong Kong’s enjoyment of a high degree of autonomy, and revealed the rivalry
between the centrally appointed new elite and the British-groomed old elite. For
example, as regards the approach to the Falun Gong, Chinese officials and pro-
China allies were seen as interfering with Hong Kong’s autonomy when they
openly condemned the Falun Gong in Hong Kong, whereas some Hong Kong
officials, including Anson Chan, the Chief Secretary and deputy to the Chief
Executive, allowed them to hold functions in Hong Kong government owned
venues. The Beijing-backed Wen Wei Po said that ‘to allow a subversive group
to hold functions on Chinese land’ was unacceptable, and indicative of the
‘uncooperative’ attitude of the old elite who were suspected of retaining alle-
giance to the former regime.660

It is doubtful whether the theory that Anson Chan continued to owe alle-
giance to the British holds water, despite the fact she wrote an article in Finan-
cial Times after she retired from her job, criticising the way the HKSAR handled
clashes with provincial interests, and expressing concerns about the enactment
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of anti-subversion laws in Hong Kong.661 However, it is quite obvious that
British-groomed senior officials might have very different concerns regarding
the definition of Hong Kong jurisdiction, and indeed the concept of the rule of
law. Apparently, the government was playing a game on this – they threatened
to ban the Falun Gong, as a way to ease pressure from Beijing. It appeared that
Anson Chan was more concerned about the future direction of political reform
and the setting up of the accountability system, which weakened the power of
Chan’s beloved civil service.

During the first five years following the handover, the clash between the old
and new regimes was exemplified by the different mentalities of, and approaches
adopted by, the Chief Executive and the Chief Secretary. Although both of the
two top officials openly denied that they had any differences, when Anson Chan,
the Chief Secretary, offered her resignation for personal reasons, the Chief Exec-
utive, Tung Chee-hwa, accepted it right away without trying to persuade her to
stay. The main differences were apparent in the implementation of policy, and in
sensitive matters such as whether Hong Kong should ban the Falun Gong. The
Chief Executive openly said it was an ‘evil cult’, but the Chief Secretary
approved the rental of public venues to the Falun Gong to hold its functions.662

Anson Chan also emphasised the importance of civil service neutrality and
immunity from party politics, but this was not echoed by the Chief Executive,
Tung Chee-hwa.663

During the Chief Executive’s second term of service, the split was not just
between the old and new elite, there was also acute competition among the new
elite themselves. Rivals within the cabinet of the Chief Executive leaked to the
press highly confidential minutes of the Executive Council, which showed the
malpractice of the Finance Secretary, Anthony Leung, who had benefited from
insider information.664 It appears that no consensus was reached and the colonial
legacy was still at work.

Restructuring and reorientation of the media

In anticipation of a new political culture triggered by a new political regime,
there appeared to be a major restructuring of media ownership, and indeed a
reorientation of the media during the political transition as well as in the post-
colonial period.665 Broadly speaking, the changes were a fading out of Tai-
wanese influence and British domination, and a new pro-China atmosphere with
a pro-unification ideology. For instance, long-standing Taiwan-funded news-
papers closed down, in one case because it was financially unviable,666 in the
case of two others because of the political consideration that it might not be safe
for Taiwan-funded papers to remain beyond 1997.667 The handover ‘deadline’
also witnessed the closure of a China-funded daily, New Evening Post, with the
excuse given that its historical role was completed.668 The more likely cause, in
fact, was that there was no longer such a desperate need for so many China-
funded dailies669 to exist beyond 1997 as other ‘independent’ dailies started to
come into line with the official position.
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The majority of newspapers with historical connections to Taiwan severed
their links, and instead adopted a pro-Hong Kong stance. These included the
best-selling Oriental Daily News, the quality Sing Tao Daily News (STDN) and
mass circulation Sing Pao Daily News. This perhaps can be explained as a reac-
tion to the guidelines laid down by the Chinese authorities that prohibited criti-
cism of the Chinese leadership, and advocacy of the sovereignty of Taiwan,
Xinjiang and Tibet. Some daily newspapers, such as English-language SCMP,
Chinese-language Ming Pao Daily News (MPDN) and STDN, were sold to pro-
China proprietors. It can only be assumed that the pro-China business commun-
ity was interested in buying up newspapers that previously might have had a
clear anti-China or pro-establishment position in order to help the new political
masters.670 As a result of the restructuring of ownership, there emerged a pattern
that the business interests of the corporation became paramount. Thus the
independence of the press might not be the priority of the whole company. The
management might wish to reorganise the editorial emphasis and resources
actively, and this in turn affected both journalists and readers.

Subsequently, the political spectrum of the news media narrowed. First, the
pro-Taiwan and anti-CCP news media virtually faded out; although some
retained their old title and format, they stopped using the kind of language or
tone that might be interpreted as hostile or critical to the Chinese regime.
Second, the ownership shifted from ‘journalist/proprietor’ to corporate/business,
for example, MPDN and STDN.671 Third, along with the restructuring of owner-
ship, there was a reorientation of the editorial positions of newspapers to cater
for the new political and economic environment.

Effect on the organisation of news

As a result of the above-mentioned control mechanism, there was a change in
the attitude towards professional journalists. The respect for journalism’s norms
and routines appeared to be diminishing, and management no longer regarded
journalists as an asset as much as before, but rather regarded them as a liabil-
ity.672 In the conflict between management and staff, the editor was seemingly
‘sandwiched’ between the publisher and the journalists – sometimes acting as
an unsuccessful negotiating agent. The difficulty was that often even the
editor could not convince himself/herself that it was right for the management
to intervene in journalistic routines, by, for example, sacking an outstanding
journalist.

South China Morning Post

Under these circumstances, the case of SCMP, a westernised and relatively
independent English-language newspaper, is a telling example. It has been
described as slowly ‘heading to its death’673 – editorial independence was slowly
eroded, and management interests became so rampant and overriding that, in the
end, the publisher had the last word in the editorial department. Over time, the
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newspaper changed from being a long-standing pro-British daily to a newspaper
supporting the rule of the Chinese regime.

However, although this editorial change was pushed over time, it met with
resistance. During the triangular struggle between journalists, management and
proprietor, the latter at first appeared to act discreetly. This may have been partly
due to resistance coming from the long tradition of western journalism, and also
concern over the paper’s reputation. SCMP was founded in 1903 and has long
been Hong Kong’s dominant English-language newspaper. As such, it was an
important source for political news about mainland China for both Hong Kong’s
English speaking community, and for China watchers elsewhere in the world.
SCMP was the largest English-language newspaper in the territory. In the latter
half of 2001, it had a circulation of 100,000 and a readership of around
300,000.674 The restraint exercised by the proprietor was partly due to external
criticism and partly to the countervailing force of public opinion and market
forces.

The fact that SCMP was one of the best selling and profitable papers might
also have helped to sustain its reputation and image during this critical period.
Not long after Robert Kuok acquired the paper, he created the position of ‘China
adviser’ and invited Feng Xiling, a founding editor of the English-language
mouthpiece, China Daily, to take up the post.675 At the time, this move invited
criticism, and speculation on a possible shift in the paper’s editorial position in
favour of China. Apparently, there was no clear move initiated by the proprietor
for some time, though it was revealed later that pressure continued to be exerted
on the editor.676

The cumulative interference with editorial freedom meant that, within a few
years, a handful of well-respected and outspoken journalists, critical cartoonists,
satirical columnists and, above all, three chief editors were removed from their
posts.677 According to a former staff member at SCMP, this removal of heavy-
weight journalists helped to disperse obstacles to institutional changes.678 This
all took place in the five years following the political handover, though changes
could be traced back to the time before the handover, when the current propri-
etor, Robert Kuok, took over this British flagship from Rupert Murdoch in
1993.679 Murdoch reportedly said that SCMP could not help him to enter the
China market. That explains why he wanted to sell it to pro-China allies. Robert
Kuok was the first of a batch of overseas Chinese businessmen and women to
return to China to invest after the 1989 crackdown. Evidence shows that he was
rewarded with contracts and business sites and opportunities to expand his hotel
and other businesses in China.680 For instance, Robert Kuok’s Kerry Group
owned and operated the Shangri-la chain of hotels in China and Asia.

In connection with this, a senior Chinese official revealed the complicated
relationship between the state and business. According to Xu Jiatun, the former
director of Xinhua News Agency (the de facto Chinese embassy in Hong Kong
under colonial rule), the CCP attempted unsuccessfully to take control of SCMP
through a third party.681 However, it succeeded in its aim with the intervention
by Robert Kuok. With the help of the Bank of China, Robert Kuok successfully
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got a controlling share of the paper.682 The Chinese input was not revealed until
later. After Robert Kuok stepped down as chairman, his son helped to get rid of
journalists seen to be obstacles to editorial change. Jonathan Fenby, the former
editor (who was also the former editor of the Observer in London), has sug-
gested that the management acted on its boss’s wishes to sack columnists and
journalists seen to be critical of China. At that time, Fenby carried out some of
these demands, but not all of them.683 Unsurprisingly, the work of China editor,
Willy Lam (one of the paper’s long-standing assets), was not appreciated by the
proprietor. He was regarded as not fitting in in the new political atmosphere, and
seen as an obstacle to institutional change.

Lam had written a column entitled ‘Marshalling the [Hong Kong] SAR’s
Tycoons’, in which he claimed that a group of tycoons (including Kuok) had
gone to Beijing to meet with Chinese leaders, and had been urged to lend their
support to Tung Chee-hwa, the Chief Executive of the HKSAR, in his bid to
return to office for a second time. The story went on to analyse how Hong Kong
tycoons were ready to follow central instruction because they were promised
business opportunities and other advantages. This article apparently infuriated the
proprietor. Robert Kuok himself wrote to the editor to register his unhappiness
with Willy Lam, condemning Lam’s article as an ‘absolute exaggeration and fab-
rication’.684 He was later supported by letters from other tycoons as well.685

Two analyses at the time are worth noting.686 One observer initially hailed
Kuok’s decision to register his unhappiness through publication as ‘liberal’. By
sending a letter to the editor of his own paper, Robert Kuok earned a reputation
for seeking to be treated just as one of the many ‘ordinary’ readers of the paper.
Some even went further to conclude that Lam must be the most secure journalist
in the group – ‘the untouchable’ – as no one would dare to sack him after this
episode. However, others including Lam himself did not feel the same way. In
fact, the boss was so furious that he sent an ultimatum to the head of the editor-
ial department, saying action needed to be taken. Not long afterwards, Lam
resigned.

One editor on the paper had a theory that problems between the proprietor and
journalist were exaggerated because there was no Chief Executive Officer (CEO)
to act as a buffer.687 Owen Jonathan, a long serving in-house lawyer in the Kerry
Group, and a personal friend of Robert Kuok’s, had acted as an effective buffer
and minimised the head on collision between management and editorial. When he
stepped down as CEO, his role was taken over by the new chairman, Ean Kuok,
Robert Kuok’s son, so the CEO’s role as buffer was removed.

From the perspective of the journalism profession, it is worth noting how
senior journalists attempted to contain and control the undesirable clash between
the proprietor and their reputable colleague. Kuok’s letter was an unprecedented
move. It can be seen as the beginning of the end of editorial freedom, a sign of
intolerance and disapproval from on high. When Kuok’s letter was faxed
through, an alarmed opinion page editor went to consult the Editor. The editor
in charge of the opinion page, after discussion with the Editor, decided that
they would follow the normal procedure and printed the letter as it was, but
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describing the correspondent as the ‘former chairman of South China Morning
Post group’. After the letter was printed, Robert Kuok was apparently annoyed
because he did not want to have his old job title printed as well. The Editor,
however, thought the paper should tell its readers openly that the letter came
from the group’s former chairman. Having read the letter, Lam continued to
stand by his column.

The deadlock continued for a while, so the management resolved the situ-
ation by other means. The Editor wrote to ask one assistant editor to sub-edit
Lam’s copy, the assistant editor subsequently refused. The move was interpreted
as an attempt to censor Lam’s article before it went to press. Lam was warned
about this unusual state of affairs. Soon after, the Editor talked to Lam about
problems with his style of writing and expressed his wish to read Lam’s copy
prior to its going to press. The last column Lam wrote was about the sensitive
issue of the Xinjiang minority and Chinese policy. It was vetted by the Editor
before going to press.688

Apparently, the Editor was being squeezed between his staff and his boss.
Despite all the pressure from above, the Editor did not agree with the manage-
ment that Lam should be removed because that would amount to censorship,
however, the pressure to remove Lam did not relax. Even the Editor, who came
from a western journalistic tradition, could not defend press freedom, but had to
carry out the proprietor’s instructions. It was learnt that the then chief editor,
Robert Keatley (former editor, Wall Street Journal), told Ean Kuok, the chair-
man, that the news of Willy Lam’s sacking would surely become the front page
lead story of The New York Times the following day. Ean Kuok replied that if
that was the case, he was willing to pay the price. After an apparently vigorous
exchange, a deal was reached that Lam was to be removed from his China editor
position, but retain his associate editor job.689 This incident reflects the dilemma
of the top editor who was attempting to negotiate some space in the face of man-
agement control. One editor summed up the situation:

Ultimately, probably only the editor at the time, Robert Keatley, knows
what happened and he is unlikely to tell the truth. He may simply have
deceived himself into believing Willy [Lam] would not object to being
moved from his job as China editor to columnist [although his title of asso-
ciate editor would be retained], which was the original offer made to him.690

From a journalist’s perspective, the choice was very limited. Lam chose to quit
in protest at his unfair treatment. He did not, in general, like the idea of being
sidelined, and, in particular, being removed from his position as head of the
China desk without consultation after he had worked for more than a decade at
SCMP. He turned down the offer of a columnist’s job and planned his protest.
He told his friends at other newspapers that he was prepared to resign in protest
at SCMP’s compromise on reporting about China.691

The situation, even for such a well-known journalist, was bleak. In an inter-
view, Lam said he did not like to play office politics with the management. He
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believed that even if he stayed on now, he would have to leave later.692 In hind-
sight, he was right. Another 22 journalists were made redundant in the name of
budget cuts, including Danny Gittings, the op-ed page editor, and one of the key
figures on the signature letter to rally support for Willy Lam. A group of 115
reporters and editors of SCMP backed Lam with a signature campaign, register-
ing their concern over the management’s handling of the incident.693

However, some people held a very different view regarding the journalists’
concerted efforts to register their resentment towards the management and sym-
pathy for their colleague. One senior journalist, who was made redundant after-
wards, remarked that he did not believe that the paper could sack all the
journalists who put their names on the letter in support of Lam. He urged those
who remained there to stay and work, because he believed journalists could be
more ‘effective’ inside SCMP than outside.694

The impact on the paper’s quality, credibility and reputation for morality is
impossible to imagine. One senior editor remarked, ‘I never thought that they
would let Willy [Lam] go . . . so I won’t be surprised if things happen to me
too.’695 Another editor resigned because of Willy Lam’s dismissal.696

Feelings ran high both inside and outside the newsroom. It was observed that
Robert Keatley, the editor, was a bit shaken by the peer pressure: there was not
only the signature letter mentioned above, but also a fax from the former CEO,
Owen Jonathan.697 However, Keatley was unable to change the chairman’s
decision. Neither did peer pressure help. Lam had to leave the organisation he
had served for more than a decade. The erosion of the quality of the paper con-
tinued, though there was a setback, and the Willy Lam incident had a bearing on
the later incident. Danny Gittings (the son of John Gittings, a long standing
China correspondent for the Guardian in London), the op-ed page editor,
pressed for the serialisation of The Tiananmen Papers, a book compiled by
Zhang Liang, a Chinese dissident, and edited by Andrew Nathan and Perry Link.
The content of the book, which claimed to have documented the decision-
making process of the Chinese leadership during the 4 June crackdown, was
denied by Beijing. The decision to print the book excerpt was not unopposed,
even though the paper had specifically bought the copyright to print the book
excerpt. This time the intervention came from the acting chief editor, Thomas
Abraham, an Indian journalist who used to be based in London and was a family
friend of the former chairman, Robert Kuok.698 Objecting to the serialisation of
The Tiananmen Papers, Abraham quoted Rupert Murdoch’s saying that ‘those
who sign the cheque decide what goes in the paper’. Abraham relayed to his
staff that Ean Kuok, the chairman, objected to the serialisation of the book, even
though they had bought the right to do so. Later, Abraham resigned as well of
his own accord.

The decision was overturned by Robert Keatley when he came back from
holiday. He instructed that the excerpt of The Tiananmen Papers be printed.
Journalists inside SCMP suspected that Keatley felt ‘guilty’ at not being able to
retain Lam.699 So this time, he pressed for the printing of the excerpts, even
though this would attract criticism from Beijing.700 More journalists, including
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senior editors who were involved with the signature letter, were sacked. In less
than 12 months, another batch of journalists was made redundant; among them
was Danny Gittings who was seen as being involved in organising the staff
action. The pressure on journalists to comply continued. This time the casualty
happened in the Chinese capital. After the handover, the Chinese authorities
changed the rules; reporters sent by the bureau of Hong Kong media organisa-
tions to be based in mainland China were required to be Chinese nationals.
Chinese nationals were believed to be likely to be more cooperative in abiding
by ‘Chinese rules and regulations’ than foreigners. For historical reasons, SCMP
was regarded as being a British and foreign paper because it was printed in
English and was under foreign ownership. Following the handover, the Beijing
bureau of SCMP was placed under the administration of the Hong Kong and
Macau Affairs Office of the State Council.

It was reportedly said that the Chinese authorities had required SCMP to
deploy local Chinese to replace foreign correspondents in China so that Chinese
officials could have better control over their reports. Against this background,
Jasper Becker, chief of SCMP’s Beijing Bureau, was sacked.701 Abraham
Thomas, the then editor said Becker was sacked because of alleged insubordina-
tion towards the new China editor, Wang Xiangwei.702 The sacking of Jasper
Becker did not attract as much outcry and attention as Willy Lam’s case, partly
because SCMP had since made a couple more senior journalists redundant, but
also because Hong Kong was suffering from an economic downturn, and most
of the public seemed to be getting used to these kinds of political incidents.
Another explanation was that this was not entirely a case of conflict between
editor and journalist, but was the result of a reorientation of news arising from
the new political circumstances, so that new expertise was required. Still, it is
worth noting the background of the clash between the correspondent and the
China editor. Jasper Becker is a veteran China correspondent who has written
several books on China, such as Hungry Ghosts: Mao’s Secret Famine. Wang
Xiangwei was a former reporter on the Beijing mouthpiece, China Daily, before
he moved to Hong Kong. Wang first joined Oriental Daily News Group’s
English-language newspaper, the defunct Eastern Express, in Hong Kong, and
later moved on to join SCMP as business reporter. He did not enjoy the same
internal respect and external reputation as his predecessor, Willy Lam.

However, one credible journalist observed that SCMP could not tolerate Lam
any more, because it wanted to have a different emphasis on China news, that is,
more social and economic news, and less highly political news. ‘Wang, with his
background, had at least got one “strong point” over Lam, that is, Wang’s con-
nections in China and his willingness to extend his duties to help with business
exploration in Shanghai, on top of his duties as China editor’, the journalist
added. It was suggested that the management might have required different
expertise at this juncture.703 Thus the sacking of Willy Lam was not simply an
example of management suppression, a row between the editor and his staff, nor
was that of Jasper Becker. It was rather that the journalist was redundant in the
new editorial positioning that resulted from the new political environment.
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SCMP’s China coverage has changed over a decade, though it still reports on
China’s politics, it tends to carry wire stories rather than reporting by its own
reporters.704

Apart from the new emphasis on China news, SCMP dismantled its political
desk and cancelled the position of Political Editor, leaving the original political
editor ‘at large’.705 This move further indicated the changes taking place in the
larger environment. At the turn of the century, SCMP had departed from its con-
ventional position. ‘It is indeed unusual not to have a political desk for an
English broadsheet that claims to be the leading regional paper . . .’ noted a
senior editor at SCMP. SCMP was not alone, however. Mass market papers sim-
ilarly got rid of their political desks and redeployed their political beat
reporters.706

Commercialism

This kind of political caution was in fact an expression of commercialism. There
may also be a political element to the decision. People are getting fed up with
politics. So the argument would go. Thus, give them human interest stories. In
fact, political caution and commercialism were, in effect, two sides of the same
coin. Coincidentally, the popular Apple Daily also scrapped its political desk
about the same time, using the excuse that in the post-colonial era, there was less
interesting political news, so it would make more sense in terms of deployment
of human resources to make political reporters join the general news desk.707

Thus, it appears that political caution was hampering the efforts of journalists to
produce quality political news. Both up-market and mass market papers shared
similar views on the need to trivialise the news rather than cover political news
in depth. In general, SCMP did not reduce its political coverage and, in fact,
appeared to increase it by using wired stories.708 This posed a challenge to the
journalists themselves, however. ‘It became harder to investigate and do in-
depth political stories because you no longer had political beat reporters, leaving
general reporters having to squeeze time to follow stories through,’ one senior
journalist said.709

Perhaps Hong Kong is at the moment heading towards having a strong corpor-
ate media. According to a veteran journalist, the trend of having business consid-
erations override other concerns was not surprising given that the government has
also gone corporate, starting right at the top with the Chief Executive who
brought in outsiders on the pretext of increasing accountability.710 Since July
2002, a stream of policies and proposals has shown the way Hong Kong is
heading, including charging for accident and emergency services, pay cuts, taxes
on overseas domestic helpers, etc. Therefore, one journalist concluded that big
business would thrive, while people on the street were likely to suffer, and added:

I believe that Hong Kong is well on its way to having a very strong corpor-
ate media such as exists in the United States. Newspapers and TV, etc. have
to make profits to survive. But the profit motive takes on a different aspect
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in the United States. . . . I feel that the Hong Kong media is following the
U.S. trend. Business stories feature more frequently and prominently than
social and political issues.711

The state government, as one of the biggest advertising sources, can exert more
and more control over media organisations. Indeed, after 1989, there was a
blacklist of newspaper organisations. China-funded and pro-China companies
stopped placing advertisements with them, so as to penalise those who were
regarded as ‘subversive’ or critical of Beijing’s crackdown on the student move-
ment.712

Furthermore, companies who enjoyed a good relationship with the govern-
ment were likely to adopt a similar attitude towards media organisations. ‘Cor-
porations like Li Ka-shing’s group did not place advertisements in our paper
because Apple Daily was critical of Tung Chee-hwa,’ according to a senior staff
member at Apple Daily.713 Li Ka-shing was reportedly supportive of Tung’s
running for the position of first Chief Executive of the HKSAR. It was later dis-
covered that Li’s company was in fact the second largest shareholder in Tung’s
family company.714 Furthermore, there was a lot of criticism from the business
community and the public alike that Tung’s government had been favouring Li’s
company and his son’s company in their bids for government projects.715

Complication of self-censorship

However, in the commercial world, the fittest survive. It would be hard to ban a
popular medium altogether. Advertisements found their way into papers that
enjoyed mass appeal. For instance, Pacific Century Cyberworks (PCCW), which
was owned by Richard Li, Li Ka-shing’s son, did place an advertisement in
Apple Daily because the paper catered to affluent middle class readers, and was
the second leading mass circulation paper. It was an effective vehicle to reach
not only the mass market, but also the middle classes. Nevertheless, economic
suppression could affect every section of the leading quality papers. To maintain
a critical and independent stance and restrict the influence of businessmen
required alertness and skill. The following anecdote illustrates how journalists
worked around censorship.

As stated above, the lack of a CEO to act as a ‘buffer’ led to a head-on clash
between the proprietor and the editorial staff of SCMP. It was traditional at
SCMP for a nightly news list to be faxed to the CEO. Following the departure of
Owen Jonathan, the former CEO, the new chairman, Ean Kuok, took over the
CEO’s role. On one occasion an item, written by an SCMP staff writer, appeared
on the news list with the title ‘Li Ka-shing should shut up and show a little
humility’.716 The chairman called a duty editor in an attempt to censor the story.
It was a serious situation. After several telephone exchanges, and some persua-
sion, the article was toned down by removing the offending line, and finally
went to press. In the aftermath, the deputy and assistant editors learned the
lesson that only ‘very boring terms’ should be used on the nightly news list.
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They adopted this technique, which was not entirely unknown to their mainland
Chinese counterparts.

Eventually, the publisher’s interference became so widespread that he had the
last word on editorial policy. He became, in effect, the virtual head of the editor-
ial department.717 There also appeared to be more management intervention than
before. For instance, in an open message from the publisher, printed in the
paper, he said the paper would now aim to serve the national interests of
China.718 As well as taking care of the needs of readers, the publisher said, he
would also take care of the interests of shareholders and advertisers. The shift in
the positioning of SCMP could not be more clearly revealed than by this pub-
lisher’s message.

Other unusual things happened at SCMP that showed that editorial freedom
was being further undermined. There was no immediate appointment of a new
editor following the departure of Thomas Abraham, the previous editor. Instead,
three senior editors were appointed to an editorial team that took up the respons-
ibility for making daily editorial decisions.719 It was later announced that a
former editor during Rupert Murdoch’s reign would return from Australia to
lead the team after eight months during which the top post was vacant.720 One
journalist at SCMP remarked:

The significant trend nowadays is that the intervention of the management
has become clear and strong. You can tell from the editorial meeting – in
recent years, the editor has lost his authority, not to mention his replacement
by the ‘team of four’ [including the publisher, Thaddeus Beczak (a former
banker), who became responsible for the paper] . . . the editorial manage-
ment appears to be confused and indecisive . . . it would never have hap-
pened in the past.721

In the case of SCMP, the erosion of press freedom took a while, at least during
the first few years following Robert Kuok’s take-over. This may be explained by
the fact that there was resistance from journalists, and negotiation between man-
agement and editorial. However, in the case of Metro Broadcast, owned by Li
Ka-shing, the business interests of the group, and the tendency of the proprietor
to support the HKSAR government, were clearly spelt out right from the start.
The management implemented company policy swiftly and directly.

Proprietorial influence

If the case of SCMP is the worst example of a newsroom where newspaper pro-
prietors and management exercised control over editorials, the case of Metro
Broadcast is another telling example of how journalists became casualties in con-
flicts between journalistic norms and corporate interests when there were no
intermediaries in between. One journalist said: ‘The news controller and senior
editor should act as a buffer, but they are unwilling to shoulder this responsibility.
If senior people have the guts to do it, we could have more space to do our job.’722
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Proprietorial influence was invisible but omnipresent. Li Ka-shing, Hong
Kong’s leading tycoon, once said he did not want to get involved in the news-
paper business because, first, he did not work in business sectors with which he
was unfamiliar and, second, he was worried that operating news media might
create enemies and problems for himself. He was certainly no friend to journal-
ists. He complained that the Hong Kong news media practitioners were too crit-
ical of him and his group. He even repeatedly threatened that he would cease to
invest in Hong Kong if criticism did not stop.723 However, the scenario changed
at least in respect of the radio broadcasting station he owned. Once the business-
man acquired the controlling share in Metro Broadcast, there appeared to begin
a programme of self-censorship, especially in areas concerning news about Li
Ka-shing’s business interests, and Tung Chee-hwa’s HKSAR government, to
which Li openly lent his support and loyalty. As stated above, it was later
revealed that Li Ka-shing held 6 per cent of the shares and was the second
largest shareholder in the Tung family’s company. In August 2002, Paul Cheung
Chung-wah, the chief news editor at Metro Broadcast, was sacked in the name
of budget cuts. However, observers noted that the excuse was not particularly
convincing, as Cheung was the only one to be made redundant at the time.724

It has since been revealed that Paul Cheung accused the management of cen-
sorship; for example, there were several instances of management bans concern-
ing: coverage of negative news about the group; reports on Falun Gong
activities; and protests against Tung Chee-hwa’s policy in the last couple of
months before his dismissal.725 According to Cheung, he put up with pressure
from senior editors for more than a year, but would have resigned if the job
market had been more promising. He had hoped that he could retain enough
space to do his job, and that his immediate boss would help to allay some of the
pressure and mediate on his behalf. After several fierce exchanges and meetings,
he naively believed that the management would leave him alone to make editor-
ial decisions provided he followed the mutually agreed principles of objectivity,
accuracy and factual reporting. He also agreed to abide by the rule that if there
were any negative news about the group, he would clear it first with the
company before release. Moreover, he also agreed that his news team would not
actively run ‘dumb-Tung [Chee-hwa]’ news.

Unfortunately, the conflict between management and editorial staff was not
resolved, and the atmosphere became one of acute mistrust. Although mutual
agreement was reached on how ‘sensitive’ news should be reported, there con-
tinued to be clashes between the management and Cheung’s news team. After
less than 12 months’, without further notice, he was sacked.726 Cheung was dev-
astated by the sudden termination of his employment. Subsequently, he took his
case to the Hong Kong Journalists Association for justice.727 In an interview, he
said he did not hope to get his job back, but he still wanted justice. He thought
the company sacked him because he acted as an obstacle to self-censorship.
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Journalistic resistance

In 1995, even before the political handover, six senior editors at Asia Television
Limited (ATV), the second leading terrestrial TV station in Hong Kong, collec-
tively resigned as a protest against censorship.728 The journalists had wished to
screen a Spanish documentary about the 4 June Tiananmen massacre,729 and
even though the documentary said that no one died, the management was so sen-
sitive about the issue that they wanted to censor it. According to one of the jour-
nalists who resigned, the censorship of the documentary was ‘unnecessary’ and
‘stupid’ as the film was not an attempt to oppose the Chinese position. However,
the incident exemplifies the extreme sensitivity of the media management and its
tendency to over-react on the brink of the political handover. It also at times
acted before it was instructed to do so, showing that the mechanism of censor-
ship has become more and more ingrained in the hierarchy. The case also
reflects the lengths to which journalists would go when the situation was bleak.

One senior journalist remarked that, in hindsight, although they were defend-
ing their right to do their job professionally, and defending the audience’s right
to know, the incident largely resulted from a lack of communication and a lack
of negotiation. The journalist added that another minor, but not unimportant,
factor was that the economy at that time was much better, so they did not have
to worry about finding another job. That indirectly encouraged them to move on,
and indeed, not long after all of them had found another journalistic job.730

The position of these six editors is in contrast to that of Paul Cheung’s at
Metro Broadcast, described above. Because the economic conditions were poor,
he did not dare to resign, even though he found the working environment hostile
and not conducive to his work. He was later humiliated and sacked.

Market liberation versus market distortion

Market forces could be a liberating as well as restrictive. Apple Daily was an
exceptional paper that made good use of the political space left by other papers.
It held itself out as an outspoken paper that represented Hong Kong’s interests
and maintained the image that it was prepared to criticise the Chinese authori-
ties.731 However, even Lai, Apple Daily’s proprietor, who was usually hailed as a
‘democracy fighter’ by some western media,732 laid down parameters on the
scope of reporting about China. He once issued the guideline to his editorial
staff that there was to be ‘no breaking news on China’,733 after certain mistakes
were found in his daily’s China section that attracted condemnation from
Chinese mouthpieces such as Xinhua News Agency.

The general impression was that, as the political parameters had changed
after 1997, so had the critical stance of outspoken papers.734 Under the Chinese
regime, the news media were required to be ‘patriotic’ to China and to adopt a
‘nationalistic responsibility’ in Hong Kong.735 This had an impact on news
operations in the sense that, while journalists continued to maintain their own
criteria for ‘newsworthiness’, publishers were eager to comply with China’s
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requirements, and this caused a clash between media owners and their staff.
Under these circumstances, it is significant to note that the mass circulation
paper, Apple Daily, printed a full-page apology,736 at the instigation of its propri-
etor, Lai, after rejecting an advertisement from a group that was seen as an
outcast by the Chinese authorities.737 Apple Daily, out of political concerns,
rejected a full-page advertisement from the Hong Kong branch of Falun Gong, a
meditation exercise group outlawed by mainland China. The advertisement was
protesting against the Hong Kong government’s purge of its mainland counter-
parts.

This story reflects the narrowing of the public sphere as well as sensitivity
concerning the activities of some dissident groups in the post-colonial era. When
the chief editor of Apple Daily received the advertisement, he was unsure of the
implications of printing it, since the day of publication would be the day of the
verdict of a case taken by the Hong Kong government against Falun Gong.
There were concerns as to whether publishing the advertisement would amount
to a contempt of court. The paper’s legal adviser gave her view that there would
be a slim risk, leaving the decision to the editorial department.738 Since the group
did not want to change the wording that might constitute a contempt of court,
they decided to reject the advertisement altogether. The advertisement was sub-
sequently placed in the quality daily, Hong Kong Economic Journal, on the day
of the verdict.739

This decision was later repudiated and put right by the publisher. When Lai
heard about it in Taiwan, where he was preparing for the inauguration of Taiwan
Apple Daily, he immediately returned to Hong Kong. ‘He was grumbling over
the phone, asking who made the decision. And the chief editor thought he would
be sacked this time,’ one senior journalist at Apple Daily recalled.740 When Lai
came back, he met with his senior staff. One senior journalist recalled:

He was hysterical and furious . . . he swore and scolded us vigorously . . .
and he was in tears. He asked us how could we have done this thing to the
paper . . . how could we possibly turn down the advertisement – now the
Falun Gong had no freedom to express itself, even though they were pre-
pared to pay for it? At the end, he demanded an open apology from the edi-
torial department. That was passed without dispute.741

Apparently, the editorial staff dared not argue with the proprietor. Thus, a full-
page apology was printed but attracted little notice from either the public or the
press. ‘We were very worried that rival papers might take this chance to attack
us. Luckily, they don’t give a damn – perhaps that is because it is related to the
Falun Gong, a group which is outlawed by the central authorities.’742

This incident shows the timidity of the press in general, regarding highly sensi-
tive groups and news related to them. Lai’s response, however, was unusual.
When the chief executive officer of a quality newspaper was asked whether he
would have run the advertisement, his response was completely different. Their
decision would have been based on a completely different set of values, and the
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ultimate interests of the paper and hence the group would have guided their policy.
The chief executive said, ‘we would never ever accept that kind of advertisement.
It is not a matter of press freedom. We, as a newspaper should have the right to
choose what advertisements we want to place. We guard freedom of expression as
well as our “own freedom of publication” – we should have the freedom of not
placing an advertisement, if that could potentially incur loss on our part.’743 He
meant that, if they printed a political advertisement that would definitely upset the
official position, this would lose them advertising revenue from organisations at
the other end of the political spectrum. Thus political correctness would always
prevail in such circumstances. He pointed out that the problem was greater among
the Chinese diasporas.744 In other words, the paper in Hong Kong and its foreign
editions in North America, Britain, Europe and Australia always took advertise-
ments, and indeed covered political news, that supported the pro-China line
instead of dissident positions such as pro-Taiwan or pro-democracy ones, so as to
guarantee that the paper stayed within the Chinese mainstream.

‘Toadying culture’

This attitude of ‘political correctness’ stemmed from an awareness of the new
political environment and culture under the new regime. The political para-
meters had apparently shifted, and the media did not challenge the very root of
power but instead abided by the ‘one country, two systems’ policy. As a result,
the systems and guidelines of China were apparently adopted without proper
scrutiny of the impact of sinicisation (the Chinese way of doing things), such as
an increase in authoritarianism and a lack of transparency concerning formula-
tion of government policy. The suppression of negative information in order to
save the national image became a priority. As pointed out earlier, the most
recent example was the spread of the SARS epidemic in 2003, which high-
lighted the inability of the mainland Chinese press to expose, and report in a
timely manner on the issue.745 The Hong Kong news media were struggling to
fulfil their duty as a watchdog as well as being a Chinese institution.

As the 1997 handover drew nearer, political correctness prevailed and greater
control was exercised over the press by both owners and the state. This had a
direct impact on news coverage of relatively sensitive political issues, for
example, anything to do with the legitimacy of the Chinese authorities, and there
were many instances of censorship. For example, political terms such as ‘mas-
sacre’, which indicated the suppressive nature of the central regime, became
highly sensitive. The Chinese authorities exerted pressure on individual news-
papers to make them clean up their act. One editor at SCMP recalled:

I was told in June 1996 by the then deputy editor, Victor Fung, that the
newspaper should not refer to the events of 4 June 1989 [in Beijing] as a
‘massacre’, though we had of course always done so previously. He said he
had been told this by the chief executive, Lyndley Holloway. Later, the
editor, Jonathan Fenby, said the word ‘massacre’ enraged the [Chinese]
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authorities and could not therefore be used. I said I would comply if he put
up a public memo to that effect. He declined. The outcome was that the
backbench [the night editor and the sub-editors] would not alter the word if
it was already in reporters’ copy, but would [also] not change other terms
(such as crackdown) to ‘massacre’.746

After 1997, there were not only changes of terminology but also a shift in atti-
tudes towards Chinese sovereignty. There were several key incidents of censor-
ship relating to mainland China news at SCMP, which shows the level of
self-censorship taking place in an English-language daily with a long tradition of
liberalism and professionalism. For example:

In November 1996, Fenby instructed an assistant editor, Keith Wales, to
alter the intro[duction] to a Jasper Becker [then the Beijing bureau chief]
story about flooding in Hunan [a province in China]. Becker’s story said
something along the lines of ‘Chinese authorities covered up the deaths of
thousands of people in flooding . . . the Post can reveal’. Fenby changed it to
‘thousands of people died in flooding . . . the Post can reveal’.747

By deleting several words, the implication that China had acted wrongly was
removed. That was how self-censorship operated – through routine editorial
decisions. Journalists cited many more cases. ‘In June 1996, Fenby instructed
another assistant editor, Colin Kerr, to tone down a splash headline about Lu
Ping [the Chinese senior official in charge of Hong Kong and Macau affairs] and
press freedom.’748 This kind of news was consciously censored because it
implied that the Chinese authorities were attacking Hong Kong’s freedom of the
press, and the paper’s management wanted to make every effort to avoid irritat-
ing the incoming regime.

There was a general ‘toadying culture’ in the post-colonial era,749 which was
closely linked to Confucianism and decolonisation.750 This was not a coincid-
ence. Once Hong Kong became part of China, many people automatically made
adjustments, even before receiving instructions to do so, so as to win the heart
and soul of the new masters. Despite the fact that both the external and internal
working environment had deteriorated, there was a general acceptance of this
new ‘reality’, and journalists attempted to work around it.

Framing of news

One of the obvious changes in ‘political correctness’ related to the framing of
news, for example, the coverage of Taiwan-related news such as the Taiwanese
presidential election in 2000, as mentioned in the textual analysis in Chapter 4.
The Taiwanese President Chen Shui-bian, the first popularly elected opposition
leader, was described as ‘leader of Taiwan’ rather than ‘president’ by the two
terrestrial television stations at the time of his inauguration as president. A
senior broadcast journalist remarked on the change in description:
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The official rationale was that Jiang Zemin was the president of China, and
Taiwan was only part of the country. As far as I know no one in ATV [Asia
Television] was convinced by the argument, but staff had no choice but to
follow orders. . . . I do not know if ATV’s news bosses were instructed by
anyone outside to stop referring to Chen as president of Taiwan. . . . There
was no need to wait for instructions. If someone feels that by taking a
certain step he will win praise from a powerful party, he will certainly go
ahead.751

However, the long-standing journalistic culture of Hong Kong journalists was
still there. The controls imposed on the news editorial were met with resistance.
The same senior journalist recalled that he had tried to argue against the change
to Chen’s title:

I maintained that Taiwan and Beijing are separate governments (of course
not separate countries) and we should stick to the titles each side has for its
leaders. For instance both sides have premiers and ATV News still referred
to the Taiwanese premier as such . . . [however] I considered my argument
wasted because I was told that Chen was only ‘a’ leader (presumably not
‘the’ leader even if his jurisdiction is only Taiwan) and so it would be inap-
propriate to refer to him as president (even though prior to this Chen was
described as President of Taiwan).752

Furthermore, under the new regime, there were mounting concerns about
national security. Falun Gong, an outlawed meditation group in China, was per-
ceived as a legally tolerated organisation in Hong Kong. The fact that the Hong
Kong government could not eradicate a group unless it was proved to be illegal
reflects the merits of their system in contrast to that of the mainland Chinese.
However, the Hong Kong news media appeared to exercise extra caution in cov-
ering news about the group as it was deemed to be banned in one way or another
by the state/central regime. According to a senior journalist, the Falun Gong
protests were covered whenever the assignment desk sent crews to the protests.
Whenever there was a news story, the English channel would use it. The reason
why the English and Chinese channels adopted different policies was historical:
the English channel traditionally catered for non-Chinese speaking expatriates,
and operated in a more liberal and flexible style. Still, there were a lot of ways to
screen stories from public sight. The management could censor sensitive stories
by saying that resources were better allocated elsewhere:

But sometimes Falun Gong protests were not covered. The assignment desk
claimed in those instances that there were no crews or that the team got
there too late. It’s hard to say whether there was a deliberate move by the
assignment desk not to cover controversial issues. The same happens some-
times with stories, such as protests against genetically modified food or
news conferences given by pro-democracy figures. ATV’s absence is noted
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but whether the reason is censorship is hard to prove. The assignment
editors can also say they have their own priorities or they have a lack of
resources.753

Having said that, the journalist indicated that the English side still enjoyed more
flexibility and freedom than its Chinese counterpart. Sometimes, the English
side was given a freer rein, for instance:

As for stories on China my former Chinese colleagues were very alert. In
fact the English side would get information from them. But how the
information is used, apparently in some cases, is different (and if so, the
directions must come I suppose from the higher-ups).754

A similar situation can be seen with the mainland’s news media, for example,
the English-language China Daily was supposed to have enjoyed more freedom
and flexibility than its Chinese counterpart, People’s Daily.

Yet in the case of ‘negative’ news, such as natural disasters, the news media
were more and more adapted to the Chinese style of ‘responsible’ reporting. One
example cited by columnist and commentator, Andy Ho, is how ATV Home (the
Chinese Channel) reported on the floods on the mainland.755 In Ho’s article, he
said that natural disasters had become a major component of the Hong Kong
daily news diet since Hong Kong had reverted to China. The local media spent
considerable airtime covering such incidents on the mainland. However, these
news reports increasingly resembled propaganda from the Chinese authorities
rather than accounts by an independent news organisation. He noted that the
case of ATV Home was particularly conspicuous. The way the channel described
the official response sounded exactly like a government press release. Ho said:

It is understandable that local news organisations often have to rely on their
mainland counterparts as the primary source of info[rmation] on spot news
across the country, especially immediately after a tragic accident.
[However, t]he local media [are] under no obligation to duplicate on air
what has been fed to them from across the border. Yet the station’s editors
appear to have given up their job to edit news stories. They do not see the
need to cut out typical Chinese official lines designed to project a caring and
efficient image for party cadres.756

Apparently, this practice of toeing the official Chinese line has emerged as a
recurring pattern at the TV station. It appears that there was a completely differ-
ent set of standards in force for disasters that might involve official neglect or
oversight on the mainland. This may have been partly due to the fact that the
Hong Kong TV station’s broadcasting spilled on to its neighbouring southern
province in China, and the station was targeting that affluent advertising
market.757
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Epilogue: broadcasting

The control mechanism on the press also had an enormous effect on broadcast-
ing. First, there was a tendency to reframe terminology to reflect the ‘one China’
concept in support of Chinese sovereignty, despite the fact that Taiwan had
existed as a political entity for decades.

Broadcasting, especially television broadcasting, was generally regarded as
having a far-reaching influence on audiences. This was particularly true in a
country without press freedom such as China. In many ways, the Chinese authori-
ties were very concerned about broadcasting from Hong Kong, and imposed
restrictions on it. Part of the reason for this was the fact that residents of southern
provinces could easily receive the signal from neighbouring Hong Kong. In these
circumstances, enormous pressure was put on TV journalists to fall into line with
the official position. As a result of the collaboration between the HKSAR, the
Chinese Liaison Office in Hong Kong758 and pro-China allies, there was a general
de facto ban on reporting on Taiwan. For instance, in a Radio Television Hong
Kong (RTHK) programme – ‘Hong Kong Letter’ – a Chinese-language radio pro-
gramme, Cheng An-kuo, the Taiwanese representative in Hong Kong, clarified
Taiwan’s official position on the former Taiwanese president Lee Teng-hui’s
‘state-to-state’ rhetoric. Pro-China allies criticised not only Cheng but also RTHK
for failing to live up to its position as a government broadcaster.

Cheung Man-yee, the Director of Broadcasting and head of RTHK, was ‘pro-
moted’ and removed from her position, apparently as a ‘penalty’ for this broad-
cast. However, a source commented that, in fact, her transfer was announced
long before the incident happened so it could not be regarded as a ‘punish-
ment’.759 ‘Nobody will remember that, and, of course, more important is the fact
that RTHK is under criticism from the leftist press and pro-China figures,’ a
senior RTHK journalist said.760 Referring to the mounting pressure experienced
by those responsible for the programme, the senior journalist said:

There are always comments afterwards on whether it could have been done
better. There is no clear dividing line between editorial judgment and cen-
sorship. On the whole, no one has come up to me to tell me to do this, not to
do that. RTHK is always under outside pressure from the left wing.761

As regards to the reason why RTHK had decided to air the thorny issue of
Chinese sovereignty, the journalist added:

We solely decided on the basis of news value. The ‘Two-state theory’762 had
been strongly attacked by the Mainland, and it is time to air Cheng’s [the
Taiwan official’s] view. We found that the views of the Taiwanese govern-
ment apparently departed from those of Lee Teng-hui, therefore we went
ahead and arranged our program.763

To the journalist’s surprise, public criticism was strong, though society as a
whole was supportive to RTHK. ‘This was crucial for a public broadcaster.
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My rationale is: it is always legitimate for Chinese people to talk about China’s
future, at any time, in any place. Cheng’s views had news value, why couldn’t
they be aired?’ he added. However, he also admitted that the programme format
of ‘Hong Kong Letter’ might have invited criticism because only one view was
presented, without the opposing one. More importantly, someone might ‘feel
safe to interpret the “One Country” principle narrowly’. The journalist defended
the format of allowing a monologue broadcast, however, by holding that the
diversity of speakers in other programmes would balance the programme in the
long run. The ultimate question was whether the Taiwanese official’s sound bite
could be broadcast on the publicly funded RTHK. Remarkably, the producer in
question later produced many programmes about the Taiwanese election follow-
ing the controversy of Cheng An-kuo. One of these included a live relay of the
inauguration ceremony of the newly elected Taiwanese President, Chen Shui-
bian. His whole speech was broadcast, and a panel discussion followed. At first
the producer was worried about inviting criticism again. He said:

I expected there might be criticism from the left wing, but nothing came up.
The broadcast was justified on the ground that Chen’s speech had great
news value. Everyone at that time worried that Chen might announce a
radical stance and this might trigger war in the Taiwan Strait. [But in fact,
he did not.]764

In order to make it easier to change the institutional structure, and, in turn, the
culture of Hong Kong broadcasting, the Chinese tactics used were not entirely
dissimilar to the removal of heavy-weight journalists from newspapers.765

Although some might argue that the announcement of the transfer of Cheung
Man-yee, Director of Broadcasting, to another position was not related to these
events, the fact remains that she was removed from her long-standing influence
on the public broadcaster. This was particularly felt when RTHK was later under
attack again. The public broadcaster was left without an upfront and vigorous
defender.

In a separate incident, a news story about Taiwanese politics broke in 2000.
A Cable TV reporter interviewed Annette Lu, the first female and popularly
elected deputy president of Taiwan. After a week or so, there was an organised
effort to criticise and discredit the story.766 There was even more pressure on the
leading terrestrial station, Television Broadcast (TVB), when it broadcast an
interview with the Taiwanese President, Chen Shui-bian. It was broken into
parts and interrupted by comments from the political commentator, Timothy
Wong Ka-ying, an expert in Taiwan politics and an independent scholarly com-
mentator. ‘They were successful in making the point that if you attempted to
interview certain politicians or office-bearers who were outside the legitimate
boundary, you would be categorized as “naïve and stupid” because you were
unaware of the new political order; and you had very likely burdened your news
organisation with unnecessary consequences,’ a senior broadcasting journalist
said.767

142 Regime change and media control



One senior journalist who undertook to conduct these highly sensitive inter-
views did indeed suffer. A message was relayed to the journalist, saying that in
the opinion of the management, the reporter was pro-Bian (i.e. pro Chen Shui-
bian, which was equivalent to being pro-Taiwanese independence). This was a
serious allegation, which would not only damage the credibility of the staff, but
would also constitute a criminal offence when the enactment of the proposed
anti-subversion law of Basic Law article 23 is completed. ‘The thing is, if after
12 months or so I’m sacked or forced to go, no one will know that this is as a
result of a single news story in year 2000 . . . our sacrifice won’t even have a
heroic face because no one will believe our words,’ the reporter said.768

Flak came from all sides and affected both the private and public broadcast-
ing sector. In 2002, Annette Lu was again approached by RTHK. Candy Chea, a
senior presenter of entertainment programmes, disclosed casually to a reporter
that she intended to interview Annette Lu for her response to the early release of
a Hong Kong singer, William So Wing-hong who was convicted of possession
of drugs in Taiwan. This was meant to be a soft news story on the social-enter-
tainment side, nothing to do with hard politics. However, the interview was sub-
sequently cancelled, apparently because of strong pressure from the left-wing
press and pro-China allies. Xu Simin, a delegate to the Chinese People’s Polit-
ical Consultative Conference (CPPCC) said, ‘Other news organisations can
interview Annette Lu as many as ten times and I would not care. But I would not
tolerate RTHK doing it even once because it is a government-funded broad-
caster.’769 However, one senior producer held different views regarding the dis-
agreement:

If Candy Chea had conducted her interview, she would have challenged
[Annette] Lu on whether she had used her personal capacity to release So
Wing-hong, a Hong Kong singer. But of course, no one talked about it. . . .
Lu might have been discredited. In a sense, Chea was on the ‘same side’ as
the left wing people.770

Yet the content of the interview was still considered to be sensitive. The signific-
ant issue was that Chea was discouraged from carrying out her duties according
to her professional judgement. Ironically, the incident blew up to such an absurd
degree that an anonymous Hong Kong official reportedly suggested that govern-
ment departmental staff (including RTHK) should follow the seven guidelines
laid down by Chinese Vice-premier, Qian Qichen in the event of making contact
with Taiwanese officials. ‘It is a laugh because RTHK, as a news organisation,
has to handle news from all over the world, including Taiwan on a daily basis.
How can we follow the guidelines and seek prior approval? It is simply not
viable,’ a RTHK spokesman said.771 In the aftermath, on the one hand, journalists
working at RTHK said that there was no interference with their work; on the
other hand, there were more occasions in which it was incumbent upon them to
discuss and clarify certain politically sensitive topics before they went ahead
with publication.772
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This was not just rhetoric; it was a battle for control of the publicly funded
broadcaster, RTHK. Both Chinese officials and pro-China allies attempted to
make it revert to the role of ‘mouthpiece’ that it had held in the old colonial
days. One of RTHK’s most popular television programmes of the past decade
has been the ‘Headliners’, which satirised current affairs on a weekly basis.
However, when the inefficient and badly performing HKSAR government was
satirised as the ‘Taliban’, the Chief Executive, Tung Chee-hwa, criticised the
broadcaster for having ‘bad taste’.773 Tung’s comment triggered another major
debate on whether the public broadcaster should use government money to
satirise its own administration. Commenting on the difficult situation RTHK
encountered, one senior producer said that ultimately support must come from
the public at large.

We always have to fight for our own space. If society and the public stop
supporting us, then that is the end . . . there is no use for just one person or
one station to act as the hero. Ultimately . . . it hinges on whether society
and the people appreciate this kind of program . . . whether RTHK serves the
public good.774

The dilemma for RTHK was in fact due to its dual role. On the one hand, it is a
government department subsidised by government revenue, but on the other
hand, it is also a news medium enlisting editorial independence in its institu-
tional code of practice.775

Concluding remarks

The control mechanism affecting the Hong Kong press has various aspects.
First, there are the implications of the application of the Chinese family business
philosophy to the press business, by which media owners, rather than profes-
sional journalists, exerted increasing control over the editorial position. Second,
because of the influence of the notion of Confucianism and loyalty, many jour-
nalists had to come to terms with the core issues of survival and the pursuit of
collective interests. This in turn led to the decline of the intellectual press.776

Third, during the process of decolonisation, there was a restructuring of news
media ownership along with a re-alignment of economic and political players,
including media tycoons or tycoons who became media proprietors. Con-
sequently, Chinese entrepreneurs have largely taken on the leading role in
various fields including the media, and as a result, the political spectrum of
media organisations has become narrower instead of broadening.

The restructuring of press ownership and re-orientation of the news media
has had a major impact on the organisation of news, as is evident from the previ-
ous discussion. It shows that self-censorship is already in place. For most
reporters, politics is not the issue; this is left to those higher up the hierarchy. As
pointed out by one senior journalist, reporters learn what their bosses want and
write accordingly. The bosses (the sub-editors and editors) then fine-tune pieces,
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because they in turn know what the media owners require of them, so self-
censorship is subtle and comes with the job, so to speak. One journalist
remarked: ‘Self-censorship is not confined to Hong Kong alone. The much pub-
licized fears of self-censorship in Hong Kong after the handover overlook the
very same process taking place in the west (where the consequences are more
severe).’777 The trend appears to be that the Hong Kong news media are well on
the way to having a very strong corporate identity, as is the case in the United
States. Yet, there were quite a number of junior reporters who did their day-to-
day work with courage as one editor argued:

It should be remembered that, apart from the censorship outlined above, the
Post [SCMP] did a reasonable (and sometimes excellent) job at reporting
sensitive issues prominently in a fair manner, and that this often required a
good deal of courage from relatively junior staff on the political, China and
news desks. During the handover period, there was a lot of criticism of the
Post from foreign correspondents based in Hong Kong, much of which was
simply wrong.778

On the other hand, it is evident that there was no organised up-front resistance,
though there was resistance from the rank and file, and even the management, in
the case of SCMP. Undoubtedly, it could be risky for those who lent their
support and indeed some paid the price by, for example, losing their jobs.

Thus, media owners controlled the organisation, and had control over editor-
ial positioning, and in turn pursued their own or their group’s interests rather
than those of the media organisation. That is to say, media owners may not have
made the reputation and credibility of the medium their first priority. There were
no concessions, even though in certain cases the staff registered their concern.
This illustrates the acute difference between journalists and news media propri-
etors. Yet neither the owners nor the management used the pretext of editorial
differences, or objections to a journalist’s independence or critical position, to
sack them. Perhaps this shows that there is still concern about the professional
image and reputation of individual media organisations. On the other hand, there
was no effort to retain those who were forced to give up their jobs.

It is clear that there was an enormous influence coming from the owner who
was very likely to be influenced by the regime change. This is evident in the re-
alignment of political as well as economic players during the decolonisation
process, starting during the transition period and for the five years following the
handover. This allegiance to the new political regime resulted in the political
repositioning of certain news organisations. The relationship between media and
state (both central and local) can only be inferred here, because very few propri-
etors are available for interview.779 However, the strong journalistic tradition and
no less vigilant institutional forces were both at work. In the next chapter I shall
examine and analyse the traditions and values of the Hong Kong press and its
institutional alliances, which help to counter both internal and external inter-
vention, and to sustain a degree of press freedom following the handover.
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6 Journalistic norms and people
power

Introduction

In the last chapter, I argued that the Hong Kong news media, including broad-
casting (though my major concern is with the press), were under state control,
primarily because the owners and their managerial staff exercised control via the
institutional structure, and professional routines and practices. Although the
majority of the press accommodated the new regime, the response from publish-
ers and journalists appears to have been varied. Some showed signs of resistance
and even rebellious activities. Even more importantly, the public broadcaster
seems to have been resilient and Hong Kong public opinion was not compliant.

While political control over the media was not complete following the polit-
ical handover seven years ago, the latest political developments are intriguing.
On 1 July 2003, more than half a million Hong Kong people peacefully took to
the streets to demonstrate their resentment of, and grievances against, the admin-
istration led by Tung Chee-hwa, and to protest at the enactment of a new
national security bill in particular. This unprecedented move by the Hong Kong
people to mark the sixth anniversary of the inauguration of the Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) alarmed even the most stubborn pro-
China politician.780 As a result, the Chinese authorities made major concessions:
the enactment of the bill in question was postponed indefinitely, and the two
most unpopular local cabinet ministers were sacked.781 Although Tung, the chief
executive, kept his position, the Chinese authorities took steps to rectify the situ-
ation in order to resolve the most serious political crisis since the take-over. It
was believed that had it not been for these prompt measures, the crisis would
have worsened and would likely have affected mainland China as well.782 Ana-
lysts perceived the struggle for Hong Kong press freedom to be the beginning of
a fight for Chinese press freedom. But why would the central authorities have
allowed Hong Kong people power to have its way?

Unsurprisingly the two phenomena were closely related. The radical press
and political institutional forces (such as the Catholic church) were pointed out
as the main instigators of the latest general dissent, which successfully mobilised
the public in general and the middle class in particular to mass demonstration.783

The large turnout at the July march in Hong Kong was arguably due to the activ-



ities of the radical press, namely Apple Daily and Commercial Radio broad-
caster, according to both the Chinese official media as well as to independent
Hong Kong scholarly assessment.784 Furthermore, senior Chinese officials also
made the accusation that a ‘foreign force/element’ had played a role in instigat-
ing the incident.785

Under such sophisticated control and enormous pressure from the regime,
how could the press (and broadcasters) resist so effectively? Were the media
alone in the struggle? Were they supported by political and social institutional
forces, both local and foreign? Why did the Chinese authorities concede to the
power of the Hong Kong people? I shall address these questions in this chapter.
I shall also attempt to trace the roots of resistance, namely the long-standing
journalistic tradition and norms, and the infrastructure of the news industry that
helped to generate and shape an alliance of resistance. As seen in Chapter 5, the
regime change increased hierarchical controls to curtail civil liberty in general,
and press freedom in particular. Paradoxically, this worsening of the situation
helped to raise awareness and stirred up a general resentment in which institu-
tional pressure groups, professionals and the middle class were mobilised and
given a voice in certain of the critical media.786

Further to the criteria mentioned in Chapter 5, the selection of the 56 journal-
ists with whom I conducted face-to-face interviews was based primarily on two
guiding principles. First, they had personal knowledge of the details of the case
studies analysed in the previous chapter. Second, they were usually high-ranking
editorial or managerial news practitioners who were either policy and decision-
makers, or enjoyed access to the daily deliberative process. Interviewees were
drawn from different levels of the hierarchy as well as from different main-
stream media organisations, so that there was both vertical and horizontal
representation. For instance, the following were interviewed: the publishers of
the two leading dailies, Apple Daily and The Sun, and the quality paper, Hong
Kong Economic Journal; the chief executive of quality papers such as Sing Tao
Daily News and the news controller of the leading television broadcaster, TVB;
the former chief editor of the leftist Hong Kong Wen Wei Po and New Evening
Post; the current chief editors of Sing Tao Daily News; senior editors at Ming
Pao Daily News, South China Morning Post, Hong Kong Economic Times and
Hong Kong Economic Journal; and senior producers at Wharf Cable, Metro
Broadcast, Commercial Radio, TVB, and the public broadcaster, Radio Televi-
sion Hong Kong (RTHK).787 Some of them were interviewed and written to more
than once.

Proposed new national security bill

As already mentioned, in mid-2003, more than half a million people took to the
streets peacefully to air their resentment towards the Chief Executive, appointed
by the Chinese regime that had taken over Hong Kong seven years previously,
and the proposed national security legislation. Apart from curtailing other civil
liberties, the law is believed to enable the resumption of colonial restrictions on
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Hong Kong press freedom. The idea of compiling a draconian law in the name
of national security can be traced back to the year 1989. After the crackdown on
the Beijing student movement, the Chinese authorities felt a pressing need to
prevent Hong Kong from becoming a subversive base that could be used against
China. So the Chinese authorities strengthened article 23 of the Hong Kong
Basic Law considerably in direct reaction to Hong Kong’s support for the pro-
democracy movement.788 Under that clause, Hong Kong would have to enact
legislation to prohibit Hong Kong people in general, and the press in particular,
from committing acts of subversion, secession, sedition and theft of state secrets.

The new Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) government
did not try to enact the law until recently. Seven years after the change of polit-
ical regime, in fact, many leading lawyers argue that there is no imminent threat
that the law will be enacted. However, from the perspective of the Chinese
authorities, the law is intended to safeguard national security in general and to
‘implement the reunification of Hong Kong with China’.789 The HKSAR govern-
ment’s popularity in implementing its policy reached a record low when it tried
to push this unpopular law through by force. The reason I mention this incident
is because, first, it was seen to be a revival of draconian colonial measures,
which would certainly have an impact on the press; and, second, the high
turnout in protest against this enactment was arguably a result of the mobil-
isation of certain parts of the radical press and a broadcaster.790 The resistance of
certain media proprietors and journalists to the new political regime, and indeed
their reluctance to toe the official line, reveals that the journalistic tradition and
norms remained strong in the media culture, despite the change of political
regime. But what are these journalistic traditions and norms, and how do they
evolve and influence media practices?

First of all, I shall look at one of the leading media watchdogs, the Hong
Kong Journalists Association (HKJA), whose embedded journalistic norms are
mostly recognised by Hong Kong people in general and journalists in particular.
This professionally oriented union brought the imminent threat of the incoming
regime in general and the threat of the new national security law in particular to
the attention of the Hong Kong people more than a decade ago. As mentioned
earlier, Article 23 of the mini-constitution, the Basic Law, was strengthened
considerably following the crackdown of 4 June 1989, with the intention of pre-
venting any threat to the central government. After half-a-million people
demonstrated against the proposed national security law and the maladministra-
tion of the HKSAR government, the Chinese authorities alleged that the HKJA
was one of the organisations that instigated foreign media/journalistic groups to
campaign against the new national security bill.791

Emerging union embraces western journalistic norms

Paradoxically, the HKJA was originally set up to fight for journalistic rights
under colonial rule, but after more than three decades’ work, it turned out to be
more of a professionally oriented union, and indeed a ‘watchdog’ for press
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freedom under Chinese rule. The HKJA, the first journalistic trade union in
Hong Kong, was set up in 1968, a year after major political disturbances against
British rule. It was intended to help colleagues get the working conditions they
deserved and also to achieve an increase in their wages. ‘It was undignified, I
remember, that local firefighters should turn their hoses on reporters and photo-
graphers, as they once did,’ said Jack Spackman, the founder chairman.792

Indeed, two years after it had been officially established, on 1 April 1968, the
Association was still complaining to the Director of Fire Services about one of
these hosings, as well as protesting to the police about reporters being threatened
and pushed around.

We were given better typhoon gear at the SCMP [South China Morning
Post] and China Mail after pushing for it. We also, after considerable argu-
ment, obtained blankets and pillows to go with the camp stretchers provided
for reporters and editors trapped in the office during typhoons. Small issues
in the context of today’s headlong rush towards a new political and social
order, but big issues back then for our men and women in the trenches.793

The Association, from the outset, worked to make the government, business
leaders and media owners aware of new ideas about the proper treatment of jour-
nalists. The union, which was established by some 30–50 journalists, survived
and continued to grow throughout its lifespan and worked hard on education too.
They ran ‘forums and lectures, and ploughed out newsletters, essential market-
ing techniques for a union seeking to build a membership in the face both of
apathy among colleagues and antagonism from certain media barons.’794 Thus
the HKJA was initially set up to negotiate rights for journalists. The original
founders were mainly expatriate journalists, but they were later joined by local
journalists, as more and more were educated in local journalism schools.795

Journalism training in Hong Kong was primarily based on the U.S. model. It
was based on the premise that freedom of the press was a right to freedom of
expression and information. The role of the press was two-fold. First, it must be
objective, fair and impartial so as to make available to the public the diverse
views on a news event or any issue of public concern, so that members of the
public could form their own views and make their own judgements. Second, the
press was also a watchdog against the government to ensure that the government
functioned properly and acted within its proper scope, i.e. according to the model
of liberal democracy. These two roles, however, may be seen as conflicting.796

For instance, some may criticize journalists for joining the ‘campaign for Xi
Yang’s early release’ and the latest anti-article 23 rally as it may jeopardize
their impartiality or the image of it. But one may argue the contrary is the
case. If we do nothing or do not exhaust all means of stopping the government
from committing basic wrongs, we fail to perform the second role properly. In
times of peace or operating under a full-fledged democracy, the press may not
face intense pressure from both sides. But in Hong Kong where the political
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system is basically undemocratic and the government somehow threatens
basic human rights, journalists always ponder whether they should go beyond
objective reporting and campaign for a better society.797

Raising awareness in anticipation of political handover

Indeed, when the announcement of Hong Kong’s handover back to China came
two decades ago, this conflicting role became obvious. As a union, the HKJA
foresaw that Hong Kong journalists would face major challenges. Its role began
to shift. To start with, raising political awareness and defending journalists’
political rights in the face of the incoming Chinese communist regime became
an urgent matter. This was a very significant time in Hong Kong’s history, with
the announcement of the Sino-British Joint Declaration (an agreement resolving
Hong Kong’s future) in September 1984, and the subsequent politicisation of
Hong Kong as it faced an uncertain march towards 1997. Like many other
organisations in Hong Kong at the time, the HKJA became more active politic-
ally, in many respects acting more like a pressure group than a traditional trade
union. The HKJA began focusing its attention on press freedom issues, and the
need for the reform of outdated colonial laws affecting freedom of expression.
The union was also to become more actively involved with international media
organisations, joining both the International Federation of Journalists and the
Commonwealth Journalists Association. Mobilising international support and
raising political awareness became the new focus, and this new focus was, on
the whole, supported by its members. Membership reached a peak of more than
800 (which was said to represent at least one third of professional journalists in
Hong Kong) by 1997, during which year there was a contested election for the
position of chairperson.798

In a bid to consolidate the local rank-and-file so that a concerted effort could
be made to meet the challenges ahead, the HKJA established its own identity in
the mid-1980s by changing its organisational structural and increasing localisa-
tion, so that it was no longer dominated by expatriate correspondents. A Chinese
executive committee member proposed that the HKJA should make a clear-cut
move to establish its own image and set out its long-term goals. So it was
decided that the union should rent its own offices and hire a full-time organiser
to carry out its executive duties.799 At that time, the Foreign Correspondents’
Club (FCC) premises were rented out by the Hong Kong government at a
minimal fee, and were supposed to be shared between the FCC and the HKJA.
However, the latter was eventually forced to squeeze into a single room in 1986.
The union was facing a financial crisis.800

We did not (and still do not) have many members; we have always been
constrained by the comparatively small number of journalists in the work-
force. Membership dues were barely covering the union’s daily expenses,
and to top it off we were fighting an isolated battle for press freedom in
Hong Kong.801
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Financial independence was crucial, especially if the union was to become truly
independent and free from either public influence or private ones. A major
source of income for them in those days was an appropriation of several tens of
thousands of dollars from the profits of the Press Ball, the annual fund-raising
event organised jointly with the Hong Kong Press Club, a body composed
mainly of non-journalists and non-locals. At the Annual General Meeting of that
year the important decision not to be reliant in the future on joint fund-raising
efforts with the Press Club was made. Instead the union would organise its very
own fund-raising ball.802

Agenda-setting: lobbying the colonial administration to redress the
draconian law

The HKJA’s major role as a pressure group for press freedom began to take
shape at this time. The campaign for law reform bore fruit with the repeal of the
outdated press control laws, and the scrapping of government powers to review
and prohibit TV programmes. The starting point for the HKJA’s media law
reform campaign, in many ways, was the publication of the draft Joint Declara-
tion in September 1984.803

Ironically, many of the draconian laws were meant to target the two Chinese
regimes facing each other across the Taiwan Strait. Historically, many of the
outdated and draconian colonial laws came into existence at the time of the
formation of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), and were at the time con-
sidered necessary to prevent the China/Taiwan rivalry from affecting the smooth
running of the colony. They gave the government sweeping, undefined powers
to control the media. By the mid-1980s, these laws were considered obsolete, as
China no longer constituted a potential threat to the security of Hong Kong.
There was also a growing feeling that the statute book should be cleaned up, and
that this was an essential part of the process of removing the ‘taints of colonial-
ism’, as the 1984 report of the assessment office put it. The first target for the
HKJA in its law reform programme was the Control of Publications Consolida-
tion Ordinance, which was enacted in 1951. This was repealed in early 1987,
though it was replaced by a new offence of maliciously publishing false news.804

As one of the leading lobbyists against repressive media laws, the HKJA
fought the entrenched reluctance of the colonial authorities to give up their many
instruments of control over the media. This was to become more evident in a
later battle for reform of broadcasting laws. The HKJA, in seeking changes to
media-related laws, was becoming more aware of the need to carry out political
lobbying work, both in Britain and Hong Kong.805 However, the ice seemed to
thaw following a change in British policy on Hong Kong in the last few years of
British rule after John Major took over as British Prime Minister. Things seemed
to move rapidly upon the arrival of the last Governor, Chris Patten, who, for
various reasons (including the preparation for the handover of Hong Kong back
to China), took greater interest in press freedom issues. He also attended the
HKJA’s fund-raising ball in 1993 as guest of honour. Although this was not the
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first time that a British governor attended an HKJA function, Patten nevertheless
demonstrated his willingness to listen and indeed take heed of journalistic con-
cerns about the need for legal reform.806

In light of these subtle changes in the larger environment, the HKJA saw the
need to push through demands for a more open and accountable government in
anticipation of a possible roll-back after the Chinese take-over in 1997. Indeed,
there was an urgent need for the HKJA as a trade union to participate in, and
press for, open and transparent government as Hong Kong constitutional reform
had slowed down as a result of the Sino-British arrangement. Prior to the signing
of the Joint Declaration in 1984, and the introduction of an elected element to
the Legislative Council, few people were interested in challenging the govern-
ment’s virtual monopoly on information.807 It was extremely difficult for the
public to obtain information from the government, unless its release was to the
administration’s advantage. The greater political awareness created in the mid-
1980s, plus more aggressive politicians and pressure groups, led Hong Kong
residents to think about whether the colonial government should become more
open and transparent in its dealings with society. Unfortunately, the China factor
became a major obstacle in the course of media liberalisation. For instance, in
1991, the HKJA formed a core group to press the government for access legisla-
tion.808 In 1994, the campaign bore fruit, but the government move was con-
demned by the Chinese authorities who said it constituted a major change to the
government system, with post-1997 implications.809

Standard-setting body

During the transition period, the defence of the integrity and credibility of the
news profession became an important role for the HKJA. The political rift
between the British and Chinese became so great that the news media found it
hard not to get involved in one way or another. The imminent threat of the
incoming new regime was real, and journalists were warned that the price of
freedom was ‘eternal vigilance’ as noted by Emily Lau:

Although the Hong Kong people will be delivered to Chinese Communist
rule in 4 years’ time, there is a feeling that 1997 has already arrived. Seem-
ingly every day the Chinese government throws its attacks, insults and
intimidations towards Governor Chris Patten, among others, for having the
temerity to demand a quicker pace of democracy. Beijing’s objective,
simply, is to undermine the governor and the colonial administration.810

Emily Lau, the journalist-turned-legislator, said one of the casualties of the
Sino-British row was the local news media, which in many instances had failed
to offer the troubled community high quality, critical and analytical reporting.

The Hong Kong people are fed a daily overdose of anti-Patten propaganda
and invectives generated by Beijing, by local pro-communist factions and
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by short-sighted, selfish business people. If one were to rely entirely on the
news media for information, one would surely reach the conclusion that the
overwhelming majority of the community is against the governor and his
political reform proposals. Alas, public opinion polls have for months con-
sistently told a different story – that those who support the governor’s
package outnumber those who oppose it by 2 to 1.811

Because of the incoming Chinese regime, the colony was arguably in need of
fearless, independent and vibrant news media to present the many sides of these
tortuous arguments. Unsurprisingly, the Chinese authorities exerted pressure on
certain news media, seeking an explanation for why the HKJA’s core activists
were concentrated in a particular newspaper, Ming Pao Daily News.812

According to Emily Lau, what Hong Kong did not need was a media too
frightened to report and speak the truth. Yet Hong Kong journalists were under
constant and increasing pressure. She believed that the HKJA had a role in
fending off this disturbing force. Indeed the HKJA was at first the only organisa-
tion to press for the Johannesburg principles to be used as a guideline in the pro-
mulgation of the new national security law, though the idea was later picked up
by other NGOs as well.813

I have repeatedly warned that Hong Kong could lose its press freedom
before 1997 in the face of China’s increasingly relentless pressure on local
journalists, some of whom are too spineless or too inexperienced to fight
back. Thus the task of defending the integrity and credibility of the news
profession has fallen on the Hong Kong Journalists Association, which has
a number of tireless and determined fighters.814

The Chinese imposed tight restrictions on the Hong Kong press, mainly because
Hong Kong newspapers had extensively reported and commented on the student
movement and the aftermath of the Tiananmen massacre in Beijing in 1989. It
was at this point that the Chinese authorities started to label Hong Kong
reporters in general, and the HKJA in particular, ‘subversive’ elements, and
imposed the seven guidelines on them.815 Indeed, the HKJA has been instrumen-
tal in resisting pressure from Beijing, and consistently campaigned for the early
release of Xi Yang and other mainland journalists.816 Specifically, it has been
active in criticising the Beijing authorities for malpractices and ill treatment of
Hong Kong journalists, namely interrogation, detainment, confiscation of return-
home-permits and bans on entering the country. The union has publicised all the
major shortcomings of both the central and local government and other adver-
saries, as well as incidents of oppression of journalists.817

To facilitate its role as one of the leading lobbying groups, the union has
annually documented, and campaigned against, any political and economic
interference. In anticipation of the 1997 handover, one crucial step taken by
the HKJA was the publication of an Annual Report on freedom of expression,
starting in 1993. The emphasis has been on monitoring and documenting the
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escalating Chinese interference with Hong Kong journalists covering news in
China. The document has since become the only annual booklet documenting
self-censorship and restrictions affecting the freedom of the press, and serves as
the only primary systematic documentation for further research and lobbying for
freedom of speech, both locally and abroad.818

Yet defining its role and direction in the post-1997 reality became problem-
atic even for the HKJA: partly because the restrictions on civil liberties in
general were not as clear-cut as previously envisaged, particularly there was
no direct interference with the press on the part of the central authorities, but
rather a more subtle and more effective mechanism, such as ‘carrot and stick’
tactics, and economic censorship exercised by, for example, owners, manage-
ments and advertisers. Above all, the political culture was also shifting. This
resulted in the emergence of a pro-China organisation, the Hong Kong Federa-
tion of Journalists (HKFJ). In an apparent bid to counter the lobbying influence
of the HKJA, the Federation, founded by journalists primarily from China-
funded newspapers such as Wen Wei Po, Ta Kung Pao, New Evening Post and
Hong Kong Commercial Daily, was set up on the eve of the handover. The Fed-
eration was reportedly said to have received subsidies and support from central
authorities in the form of educational and professional exchanges in China.819

Apart from that, News Executives Association (NEA) and Newspaper Society
(NS) became more actively involved, and played a more important role after
1997.820

Despite the fact that the HKJA no longer enjoyed the reputation of being the
only trade union, it remained the most recognised one in the profession. A senior
journalist noted:

It has only been in the past 10 years or so that there have been noticeable
and comparable changes within local journalism. And yet in many ways the
profession has still not been given the respect and recognition it deserves:
this is amply demonstrated by the low wages many journalists continue to
be paid . . . yet despite this, the HKJA, with the support of its members, has
contributed a great deal to improving the lot of fellow journalists and to pro-
tecting freedom of the press. As a consequence, step by step, the union has
gained broad recognition and respect among the public.821

Despite this, the union could not develop into a fully fledged force, partly due to
the apparent discouragement by media publishers and bosses of the formation of
in-house unions. Only the public broadcaster Radio Television Hong Kong and
Reuters News Agency managed to set one up. Almost all other news organisa-
tions were denied permission to form a union. Neither was the HKJA effective
as a professional body in setting an ethical standard for members to abide by,
because even though most news practitioners firmly believed in journalistic prin-
ciples, once they sent their copy to the editorial desk, they lost control of it.
Sometimes they had to follow the editorial position of their own news organisa-
tions receiving instruction from their seniors, or they were not in a position to
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decide the content of the news product, as shown in Chapter 5. This lack of trade
unions in individual news organisations has largely created a ‘firewall’ that has
reduced the ability of the rank and file to engage in political activities. Yet jour-
nalistic values and norms, upheld by the HKJA for more than three decades, are
still shared by most professional journalists and embedded in their working prin-
ciples, although many have had to compromise in the face of economic
pressure.822 A strong journalistic culture remained firmly in place, however, and
in the case of conflict between journalists and management, even the latter
apparently respected the norms and could not intervene explicitly as described in
Chapter 5. More often than not, management had to resort to making excuses to
cover up their real motives.

Despite the fact that the HKJA is regarded as being a ‘tiger without teeth’, it
is fair to say that it has played an important role in setting ethical standards for
journalists to follow. The HKJA has the power to fine a member and even to
expel a member, who has the right to appeal to the HKJA’s appeal committee. In
reality, predictably, these powers have not been used. Also, because only a few
news organisations have in-house unions, as described above, the union remains
weak in negotiating journalists’ rights. Despite that, the HKJA remains the only
territory-wide trade union representing journalists.823 Being the only representat-
ive of journalists, it has relentlessly monitored the erosion of press freedom,
giving expression to journalistic aspirations and upholding professionalism.
Above all, it has provided an independent and critical voice against both the
British colonial and Chinese regimes in the face of their interference with press
freedom. During the transition and post-colonial periods, in particular, its roles
of raising awareness, supporting repressed journalists, and monitoring, docu-
menting and campaigning against Chinese interference in press freedom,
became significant. However, in order to make this happen, the HKJA has had to
rely on the profession in general and individual journalists in particular for their
fearless resistance and struggle against meddling.824

Rebel journalists

The Hong Kong Journalists Association set out professional guidelines for jour-
nalists, but these could only be implemented by the journalists themselves. In
cases such as those of Xi Yang, Willy Lam, Jasper Becker, Danny Gittings and
Paul Cheung, journalists in one way or another demonstrated their relentless
independent professional judgment, and their will to resist the meddling of polit-
ical or economic interests, by either exposing the oppressors or complaining of
unfair treatment. Although in the end, most of these dissident and non-con-
formist journalists were sacked or resigned voluntarily, they confronted their
publishers or editors and stood up for their professional principles. Inevitably,
the development of Hong Kong’s journalistic norms was influenced by the
larger political and social environment. As indicated in Chapters 2 and 3, histori-
cally, Hong Kong has always been a haven for political activists to launch jour-
nals and newspapers to promote their cause. Such causes have opposed, at
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different times, the imperial Qing Dynasty, the warlords, the Japanese invasion,
and lately the two contemporary main Chinese rival parties – the Chinese Com-
munist Party (CCP) and the nationalist Taiwanese Kuomintang (KMT) party.825

Because of Hong Kong’s special status as a colony, a major Chinese diaspora
city and a window to the west, its press was tolerated by the coloniser, as long as
the media did not contravene the legal framework and pose a threat to British
rule.826 Subsequently, a diversified media helped to maintain the status quo and
keep a balance between the CCP and the KMT. This balance in Chinese politics
arguably helped the British to maintain their rule.

After the CCP took over China in 1949, Hong Kong initially benefited from
the capital and enterprise introduced by émigré newspapermen and women from
Shanghai.827 Pro-KMT and anti-CCP journalists fled to Hong Kong to start a
new agency. Yet those who supported or had sympathy with the CCP also came
to Hong Kong to carry on with their united-front work for Taiwan, mediated
through Hong Kong publications. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, on the
whole, the leftist press was a minority while the mainstream Hong Kong press
was regarded as being anti-CCP or KMT-friendly or pro-British.

In Hong Kong, journalistic norms were affected and indeed shaped by this
political division. That is to say, journalists on the whole largely held one of two
editorial positions – they either identified with, or shared the ideology of, the
leftist or the rightist position. In private, however, journalists socialised with
each other in their leisure time through sports activities (as evidenced by the
HKJA’s annual football league) and games of majong. However, it was only
after the early 1980s when Hong Kong’s future had been resolved through Sino-
British talks that the Hong Kong press began to shift structurally and editorially
in preparation for political change and in anticipation of new norms under the
new regime. This was true for the quality press, such as Wah Kiu Yat Po (Over-
seas Chinese Daily News) and Sing Tao Daily News, and even for the mass cir-
culation/tabloid press, such as Oriental Daily News, Sing Pao Daily News and
The Express, all of which largely kept their historical link with Taiwan. One
indication of these links was that they all followed the way the Republic of
China (ROC) printed dates. Another was that they mostly labelled the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) ‘communist thief’, and referred to China proper as the
‘thief’s land’. These indications were erased during the late 1980s and early
1990s.828 Ming Pao Daily News was initially set up as a commercial paper, but
later shifted to the style of the quality press after establishing itself as a
critical/anti-CCP newspaper following the 1967 disturbances. Thus, it is fair
to say that, prior to the late 1970s/early 1980s, the mainstream Hong Kong
press had a strong tradition of being anti-CCP and KMT-friendly or pro-
establishment.

The shift in the larger environment also affected journalistic norms. First, the
quality/elite press, for example, Ming Pao Daily News and Sing Tao Daily
News, shifted from an anti-CCP position to a pro-CCP/CCP-friendly one, and
severed links with Taiwan officially. Second, similar structural changes occurred
in mass circulation papers, such as Oriental Daily News. Third, the elite press,
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such as South China Morning Post, shifted from a pro-British establishment
position to a China-friendly one. Journalistic attitudes were also subtly affected
in the following ways. First, there was a new interpretation of the political terms
‘left’ and ‘right’. Second, in private and implicitly, ‘leftist’ or ex-leftist journal-
ists were stereotyped and described as radicals, lunatics and extremists because
they once served the pro-CCP media. Third, and most importantly, although
journalists in general claimed that they respected journalistic norms such as
‘objectivity, impartiality and fairness’ regarding the production of news, their
position also shifted, though the basic notion of journalistic rights remained.
Although there was a shift to a general acceptance of mainland China as the
incoming regime, there was scepticism regarding China’s promise to allow
Hong Kong to maintain its status quo, and even a general fear in the profession
about the prospects for press freedom in Hong Kong.

As seen in Chapter 3 (the textual analysis of selective news coverage in the
pre-handover period), the journalistic response to the treatment of Xi Yang was
fearless, furious and above all rebellious, especially in the beginning and during
the campaign for his release. Here, we can identify quite a strong tradition of
independent professionalism arguing vigorously for Hong Kong journalistic
rights against mainland China’s loosely defined law. Their response can also be
explained by the anxieties they felt concerning the future of the Hong Kong
press and their apparent fear that they might share Xi’s fate following the hand-
over in 1997. Whatever the underlying motivation, it is indisputable that Hong
Kong journalists organised a strong protest and signature campaign to lobby for
Xi’s early release. This could not have been accomplished without the desire to
fight for the preservation of press freedom.

Commercial radio

Under the circumstances of a new political reality, it is not surprising that
phone-in/talk-back public affairs programmes would be increasingly well
received. The independent watchdog spirit was best demonstrated by Albert
Cheng King-hon, a Commercial Radio broadcaster who fearlessly and vigor-
ously confronted the powerful and the rich, through his leading popular phone-
in/talk-back programme, ‘Teacup in a Storm’ (sic). The news agenda he pushed
was recycled as news content in the following day’s newspapers, and was some-
times even heard or seen promptly in the news bulletins of other broadcasting
media. The speedy turnover of news content explains why Cheng was regarded
as one of the most powerful and influential individuals in Hong Kong.829 The
competitive nature of the media and its advanced technology explains why
issues of public concern could blow up within hours rather than days or months.
One case in point was when the Hong Kong chief executive, Tung Chee-hwa,
had to retreat from his original intention of hosting a birthday party for a heavy-
weight politician, Sir Sze-Yuen Chung, at the colonial Government House
because of public opposition.830 Cheng’s programme was the first to mobilise
public opinion to speak out against the proposal, and both the mass circulation
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and quality daily newspapers covered the story the following day. So within 24
hours, amid official complacency and slow spin, Tung had no choice but to
withdraw his original proposal. Subsequently, the Hong Kong administration
appeared to be less tolerant, and wanted to exert tighter control over this critical
broadcasting programme. Despite the popularity of the radio station, Commer-
cial Radio was under threat of not having its licence renewed after its expiry,
partly because of the performance of its top-rating phone-in programme,
‘Teacup in a Storm’, which aired public criticism of the head of the administra-
tion and senior officials on a daily basis. This is another example of state sup-
pression using rules and regulations.831

Significantly, amid concerns over the freedom of expression in the five years
following the handover, the radio phone-in programme emerged as one of the
most popular media for gauging and expressing public opinion. Among them,
Albert Cheng’s ‘Teacup in a Storm’ was notable, as many Hong Kongers,
particularly the working class, tuned into his programme first thing in the
morning to listen to his coarse voice, and be reassured that it was ‘business as
usual’. Albert Cheng, popularly known as ‘Tai-pan’,832 has created a successful
model of speaking up for ordinary people. He invented himself as an ‘independ-
ent watchdog’ and set the news agenda for the day. ‘Government officials have
had to come and respond to us in the past two to three years because we are the
radio station with the highest ratings and our programme is the most popular one
among programmes of a similar nature at a prime time slot,’ Albert Cheng
said.833 His fearlessness is best demonstrated by his resilience after a serious
assault in August 1998, when he almost died. Sceptics believed he was attacked
for his outspokenness, and the whole society was shocked.834 Although he was
afraid, he continued to speak up on issues of public concern. Having experi-
enced this life threatening attack, he underwent a mental struggle, but decided
that he should continue his programme because he did not want to give his sup-
porters the idea that violence would prevail.

Before the assault, I almost decided to quit since I have been hosting the
‘teacup in a storm’ [sic] for so many years . . . I had already suffered before
that, for instance, in 1983, I sat next to the director of the party’s United
Front Department, but in 1984 I was not allowed to enter the country
because of my work as a TV public affairs talk show host [critical of
Chinese politics].835

I used to be a businessman [and a publisher], since I took up the job of
hosting current affairs and later a phone-in program, I have lost many old
friends . . . and peer pressure has been brought to bear on me, but fortu-
nately I am not a sociable person. I quite enjoy my solitude . . . I accept
perhaps that is the price I have to pay for being outspoken.836

What with the risks to his personal security, several libel cases and state sup-
pression, his feelings of loneliness steadily grew after 1997, partly due to the
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changes in the political environment, which surely had a bearing on his work.
Like Lam Hang-chi, the proprietor of Hong Kong Economic Journal (whose
situation will be discussed below), Cheng sensed that there was an obvious
change in the political culture of the news media. For instance, he found news
organisations politically cautious, and uninterested in following up on sensitive
issues and policies. It was vastly different from the past when, if he covered an
issue, other news organisations would follow it up.837

Furthermore, even a famous radio broadcaster like him was not totally
immune from internal and external pressures. The difference was that he was
supported by his proprietor, mainly because of the commercial value of his top-
rating programme that apparently helped to draw in advertising. Cheng com-
plained about one heavyweight political figure, Selina Chow, a veteran legislator
of the pro-business Liberal Party and chairperson of the Hong Kong Tourist
Association. She wrote to Cheng’s boss, George Ho, the chairman and owner of
Commercial Radio, complaining that Cheng did not provide adequate time for
her to respond. Ho refused to get personally involved.838 Apart from exerting
pressure through one’s boss, Cheng reflected:

The two most powerful weapons to silence journalistic practitioners are to
use violence and legal means to sue. They could make you and your family
live in anxiety all the time. An ordinary person could not easily deal with
personal security as well as a financial burden at the same time.839

A returnee from Canada, having lived there from 1968 to the early 1980s, he was
initially fearful of the CCP, but he shifted to a position of reconciliation and
wished to make a contribution to Hong Kong’s future. The popularity of his pro-
gramme showed that he successfully made use of the political space left by the
elite, and above all the mainstream, press who on the whole exercised political
caution and self-censorship under the new political regime.840 Yet Cheng came
under pressure to self-censor because Commercial Radio’s broadcasting license
was due to expire in August 2003, and the station’s performance was under close
scrutiny and there were fears it might be given a probation period.841 Observers
noted that the latest warning issued by the Broadcasting Authority about Cheng’s
style of broadcasting was ‘unfair’ as he had been doing the same thing for the
past few years.842 Cheng abruptly took early summer leave, threatening not to
return, as a protest against the Broadcasting Authority’s warning. He said:

I have been threatened by the triad, sued in a libel case, and badly assaulted.
Never have I experienced such intimidation. The worst thing is I don’t even
know where I can see justice done.843

His protest proved to be fruitful: he earned enormous sympathy – tens of thou-
sands of supporters wrote to the Broadcasting Authority in support of him.844 As
a result, the HKSAR administration extended the licence of the Commercial
Radio station for another 12 years, with an interim review in six years’ time.
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To sum up, because of its historical, political and cultural context, Hong
Kong was not allowed to develop into a democracy, but the Hong Kong people
have eventually developed a sense of democracy and become freedom lovers.845

This was first because the last generation of refugees risked their lives to come
to Hong Kong and, second, because the second generation became more and
more westernised and generally educated to liberal thinking and freedom. In the
case of journalists, they were usually trained in a school of journalism that was
largely modelled on similar schools in western liberal democracies, such as the
U.S. The nature of the phone-in/talk-back programme gave the people a voice.
Given Cheng’s outspoken style, he successfully negotiated with various depart-
ments, got results and speedy responses and, above all, helped ordinary and
powerless people to air their grievances and dissent. He once told undergraduate
students that in fact he did much more than a normal journalist/broadcaster. He
referred many cases to government departments, legal firms, social services and
NGOs on a daily basis.846

At the same time, he was also empowered by his audience, and public
support encouraged him to continue. Indeed, the popularity he enjoyed appar-
ently helped to fend off interference as it meant he received support from his
proprietor. The fact that there was a broadcaster who could act as a watchdog
and set the agenda for members of the public helped to reassure people that
Hong Kong continued to be free. As with the HKJA’s role in the case of journal-
ists – even though on the surface, more often than not, there was no immediate
substantive social change – Cheng’s gestures made a difference because justice
appeared to have been done, even if it was only on air.

Rebel publishers

Hong Kong Economic Journal

Strictly speaking, there was no legal restriction on press freedom before
1997; however, after 1997, the HKSAR came up with a proposal to enact
article 23 of the Basic Law, which would change the situation in respect of
Hong Kong’s press freedom.847

It was not just journalists who were rebels; there were also maverick publishers
and proprietors. Hong Kong Economic Journal (HKEJ) has been named as
one of the two papers that remained independent and relatively free of self-
censorship.848 In the general atmosphere of rampant self-censorship, Lam Hang-
chi, the proprietor of the HKEJ, announced on the thirtieth anniversary of the
paper that he might need to sell the paper in light of the HKSAR’s intention of
rushing through the new national security bill. By this action, he highlighted the
imminent threat posed by the bill in question.849 He thought that it would pose an
unprecedented threat to press freedom, and did not want to risk his staff going to
jail for working for the press.850
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A critical elite press tradition

Lam’s ideology, and the principles by which he managed an elite paper, largely
echoed the long tradition of the critical Chinese press. As mentioned earlier, his-
torically, there was a long-standing tradition of the Chinese press rebelling
against a totalitarian monarchy and authoritarian governments. Back in the early
twentieth century, mainland Chinese revolutionaries came to Hong Kong to set
up newspapers to rebel against the Manchurian government, later the Kuom-
intang (KMT) military and then the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Intellectu-
als and elites, fired by this spirit of Confucianism and conviction,851 criticised
and opposed administrations, and sought to reform them. Their mantle was
inherited by media proprietors who fled to Hong Kong after the Communist
take-over of China, and who helped to maintain a flourishing Hong Kong press
in the 1970s and 1980s.852 As stated above, the anti-CCP position became the
mainstream ideology for both mass circulation and quality papers at that time.

In a written communication with the author, Lam Hang-chi, proprietor and
publisher of Hong Kong Economic Journal, summarised his experience of
owning and publishing an outspoken paper under the rule of the British as well
as the Chinese. He said that, in the decade prior to the handover, there was a
market for reporting and commentary on Hong Kong economics and politics
because of the changing position of Hong Kong and its struggle to move from
being a British colony to a Chinese Special Administrative Region. However,
following the peaceful regime change, interest in Hong Kong politics shifted
from big events to local issues. Despite the shift towards Chinese politics in the
larger political environment, Lam’s viewpoint remained largely the same.

As I am not an entrepreneur, my paper is a creation of a newspaperman/
intellectual. I undergo a quest for spirituality and put stress on knowledge
and rationality. . . . As for political commentary, I always consider issues as
they really are, and hope to preserve (not advocate) freedom and democracy
and . . . hope to make stable progress [i.e. not abrupt and ‘revolutionary’
progress – author’s note].

My inclination is the same after the handover as it was before, because it
is a matter of principle and not a strategy for managing a newspaper.853

New journalistic norms in a new political climate

Understandably, other newspapers might have to put on a ‘new face’ to pursue
political interests, Lam said. He added that if there was any newspaper that
needed to change its principles in order to adapt to the change-over, it must have
a private reason for doing so that an outsider might not fully appreciate. In the
past, newspapers subsidised by the nationalist Kuomintang (KMT) government
in China changed their editorial position overnight following the take-over of
the Chinese Communist Party. He added that this had not happened in the
changeover from British Hong Kong to Chinese Hong Kong. Nevertheless he
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admitted that there was a change in mentality of Hong Kong people in many
ways because of the change of political regime:

After the handover of Hong Kong, the public sphere has not been narrowed,
but the perspective of Hong Kong people has. Among the many reasons are:
firstly, along with the retreat of the British, Hong Kong lost a group of
experts who used to maintain constant contact and connection with western
politics and culture. That constitutes a loss of active intermediaries who
could act as inspiring agents of thoughts.854

The risks involved in running a paper in the post-colonial era also include
changing economic factors, resulting from decolonisation and sinicisation.
Market forces became restrictive to the Hong Kong press because market
increasingly meant the Chinese market. According to Lam Hang-chi, the second
major blow was that Hong Kong could not establish its own identity following
the handover, so it had to find a way of identifying with China. Based on the
rationale of cultivating a better relationship with China, contact with the inter-
national community had become less intense and more indirect. More and more
businessmen and women put their efforts into exploring the mainland market.
They tended to appreciate and follow the Chinese way of doing things, which
largely eroded the existing system, such as respect for the rule of law and the
level playing field for business. This further distanced Hong Kong from Europe
and America in terms of culture and institutions. In fact, even before the hand-
over, the Hong Kong Economic Journal was under enormous pressure, particu-
larly on the economic front.

During Sino-British negotiations, China-funded organizations boycotted
Hong Kong Economic Journal and did not place advertisements in the
paper, saying that the paper’s editorial board was ‘pro-British’. However, in
the post-handover era, perhaps the British factor was no longer important,
their biased view of us has become less obvious.855

The economic sanction of an advertising ban by China-funded companies had a
serious impact on the newspaper. However, the tactics have changed slightly
following the handover. The administration distanced itself from influencing the
paper (for example, the chief executive of the HKSAR constantly refused to
give interviews to the paper), but dared not isolate this paper altogether because
of the paper’s influence on senior Chinese officials. The tactics they employed
were subtle.856

The leading officials of the HKSAR administration have never boycotted
Hong Kong Economic Journal. All they did was to treat an individual
medium as ‘more friendly’. The ‘more friendly’ media may find it more con-
venient to get certain news, but they have to pay a price for that, that is, they
can’t be reserved, distant and objective in commenting on the government.857
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As pointed out in Chapter 5, some management staff of certain papers adopted a
completely different perspective regarding the ‘price’ of acting as the official
channel of the administration. Yet, with the imminent enactment of the proposed
anti-subversion law, Lam was pessimistic about the prospects for the press.

If the attitude of the HKSAR officials does not change, and the enactment of
the proposed anti-subversion law [Basic Law article 23] is not abandoned,
that would be detrimental to the Hong Kong press. If operating a paper
means easily committing a criminal offence, then we would have to think
whether it is worthwhile to continue.858

Notwithstanding these warnings, he notably refrained from commenting on self-
censorship by saying that it was difficult to tell whether there was self-
censorship. ‘I can only tell from my experience of writing and managing a
newspaper. I do not feel there is a need to self-censor myself. In terms of
commentary, Hong Kong continues to be very free. But it is hard to say what will
happen after the enactment of the anti-subversion law.’859 In other words, self-
censorship would be necessary after the anti-subversion law was formally in place.

Undoubtedly, Lam, an outspoken writer and widely respected newspaperman,
enjoyed both respect and popularity, but he was constantly being wooed by the
Chinese to engage in united-front work, apparently because of his influence in
the community. His books were first published by a Taiwanese publisher, who
referred to him as the number one writer in Hong Kong. Mainland China fol-
lowed suit in printing his book. The potential readership in the mainland was
much bigger than in Taiwan given the huge Chinese population there. Observers
noted that the Chinese authorities were trying to involve Lam in united-front
work in a more subtle way. For instance, Lam’s commentary and past editorial
writings were reprinted in mainland China, though the controversial and critical
political essays on China were removed. Furthermore, an interview with Lam
conducted by Shanghai Wen Hui Bao, a leading municipal daily in Shanghai,
was subsequently printed nationally.860

To sum up, Lam, educated in the west, namely in Britain, admired western
liberalism and civilisation. He learnt to be a journalist by working at Ming Pao
Daily News first as a translator. Though Hong Kong Economic Journal spe-
cialises in finance and business, it is also strong on political reporting and
commentary. The running of the quality paper, Ming Pao Daily News, may have
had an impact on him. Seeing himself as an intellectual and a member of the
elite, he differed from other proprietors in the way he managed and operated his
papers. He has his own philosophy for running a specialised paper, for example,
he did not rush to get listed, as many other proprietors did, to get capital for rein-
vestment. Nevertheless, in face of imminent political suppression, his response
was realistic and involved commercial calculation. As he reportedly said, once
the national security law was passed, it is doubtful whether he would continue to
be so outspoken as that would likely incur business loss, as well as jeopardising
both his own and his staff’s personal security.
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Apple Daily

Although certain proprietors regarded media prospects as gloomy, others
adopted a different perspective. As mentioned earlier, political caution became a
trend in the political transition period. However, Jimmy Lai saw this as a pre-
cious opportunity for him to employ capitalist methods to make use of the space
left by the shift in the position of other newspapers.861 Given the fact that many
mainstream/broadsheet newspapers were falling into the hands of pro-China
businessmen and women in the 1990s, who then, on the whole, exercised polit-
ical caution and exerted full control over their news medium, certain mass news-
papers seized the opportunity and operated in a way that helped to sustain their
readership as well as to build up their reputation.862 However, this is not to
suggest that every newspaper that adopted a critical position necessarily suc-
ceeded in the market. For instance, Mad-dog Daily863 only existed for a brief
time prior to the handover. The quality press, such as Hong Kong Economic
Journal, suffered hardship. In the highly sophisticated and competitive market
economy of Hong Kong, in order to survive and flourish, a paper not only
needed enormous investment, but also had to employ highly sophisticated mar-
keting, new technologies, advertising and publicity, as in the case of Apple
Daily. It was unusual in that it combined ‘sensationalism’ with a critical voice.

After 30 years in the garment business, Lai saw an opportunity to change his
career path – from garment entrepreneur to media mogul. He asked around
about the feasibility of launching a new Chinese daily newspaper. In the months
following the Tiananmen crackdown, Lai went to Albert Cheng King-hon, then
publisher of Forbes magazine in Hong Kong, for advice about publishing. In an
interview, Cheng said ‘I am his mentor. He was in the fashion business, then he
was my apprentice for three months. At one time, we were almost like brothers.
I’m the monster creator. I told him about newspapers, I told him to follow USA
Today.’864 Cheng, also a broadcaster (as described above), later broke up with
Lai. He is reported as saying ‘Jimmy is a monster’. According to Cheng, the
way Jimmy did business was ruthless. Cheng thought Lai was in fact contami-
nating the environment and every other newspaper that followed him.865

In the mid-1990s, it was rumoured that most of the news media proprietors
had been co-opted by the Chinese authorities. For example, the owners of the
two terrestrial TV stations and the only cable TV station were all invited to be
advisers on Hong Kong affairs to Beijing.866 Lai was keen to launch a daily after
his success with his popular weekly magazine – Next Magazine. A founding
editor of Apple Daily reckoned that there should be room in the market for an
outspoken mass circulation daily, so Lai invited him to line up staff and set up
the paper.867 Lai set aside an enormous amount of cash – 0.7 billion Hong Kong
dollars (approximately equivalent to £50 million) – to sustain the anticipated
losses of the first three years. ‘Apple’ was presumably a tribute to his growing
interest in the Bible. Lai converted to Catholicism a week after Hong Kong was
handed back to China. He said to a reporter that there had been news ever since
Eve had bitten the apple in the Garden of Eden.868 Without evil, there was no
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news. But the evil he referred to also included the impending arrival of China,
which Apple Daily intended to monitor as a pro-democracy newspaper.

The success of the mass circulation paper had much to do with Lai’s manage-
ment skills and above all his reinvention of himself as the icon of an uncertain
city. At first Lai portrayed himself through the foreign media as a freedom-
fighter.869 He constructed an impressive image of himself and of Apple Daily as
a daring paper. However, the downside was the acute competition Apple Daily
created. Since its launch in 1995, Apple Daily has changed the press culture
drastically.870 It has influenced not only other tabloids but also quality papers,
which have followed its style of succinct and graphic layout and reporting, and
the playing up of trivial and sensational stories. His accomplishment, according
to one founding staff member of Apple Daily, was to ‘rebel against the compla-
cency of the Chinese press and he applied a whole lot of western technology and
ideas in making the mass appeal paper work’.871

Lai’s entrepreneurial style, as described in Chapter 5, was tough and clear-
cut. He would fire anybody he wanted to silence, though he paid them compen-
sation. He also gave financial rewards to motivate his staff, and encouraged
journalists to stay by giving them shares.872 He also broke the newspaper retail
price cartel that had been controlled by the Hong Kong Newspaper Society for
years.873 This turned the Hong Kong newspaper industry upside down and intro-
duced unprecedented and cut-throat competition; subsequently some papers
ceased publication. This had a tremendous impact on the newspaper environ-
ment as many, including the quality papers, followed Apple Daily’s successful
model, not only in content and outlook, but also in language and the tone of triv-
ialisation and commercialism, and above all in diminishing moral and profes-
sional standards. However, Lai had his own philosophy:

‘Otherwise, we can’t survive. It is . . . a lesser evil. To sustain press freedom
is a greater good . . . But if we don’t have it [pornography], we probably sell
30 percent less and I can’t sustain the newspaper. If I had a choice, I would-
n’t do it. It’s the heat of the kitchen. I’ve got to stay in it,’ Jimmy Lai said.874

The fact remains that Lai’s worldview shaped the paper over which he had
absolute control. The proprietor, who despised journalists, had an enormous
impact on the tone of the paper. On the one hand, Lai did not censor the daily
news before it went to print. On the other hand, it was an open secret how his
worldview shaped the paper’s content and style. He often chaired meetings with
senior staff and did not refrain from disclosing his strong views on news in
general, and on politics in particular. Most of the senior editors would know his
views on, for example, Falun Gong or the proposed enactment of the anti-
subversion law.875

However, some working journalists welcomed the establishment of such a
paper. One senior editor, who has also worked for a quality paper for many
years, remarked that not many papers in Hong Kong could provide such space
for journalists to work in.876 This may be true, but on the other hand, not every
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one could tolerate Lai’s hot temper and the way he treated his staff. Those jour-
nalists who had worked under him complained that he did not respect people but
just pushed for the boosting of circulation by all means. ‘He is the kind of
person who is willing to cooperate with his partners in an uphill struggle, but
perhaps that’s not equally true when he is prosperous,’ one founding editor, who
chose to resign after helping to steer the paper for the first few years,
remarked.877

New media culture

Even a popular paper like Apple Daily had to face the cruel realities of survival
under state as well as corporate bans. Lai was determined to turn Apple Daily
into one of the leading tabloid dailies, but one with a critical tone. His success in
getting both working class as well as middle class readers is explained by the
fact that other so-called quality papers were in fact less bold in pointing out the
malpractices of the new regime. One senior editor noted:

Other quality papers are hypocritical when they complain that the Apple
culture has destroyed the next generation – with its sex, violence and
opinion mixed with facts, very often unfair to politicians, officials as well as
to ordinary people.878

A veteran editor who has worked on a quality paper for some time reflected that
it was, in a sense, a waste of time working for those papers that claimed to abide
by professional standards, when in fact they did not.879 Another feature of Lai’s
success as a media publisher was his keenness in taking things to the limit: he
checked the circulation weekly, if there was any drop, he would press for the
reason. ‘What lead story goes on the front page make a big difference – one can
tell immediately whether the story will sell papers,’ one senior member of staff
said.880 Though tycoons, such as Li Ka-shing, banned advertising in Apple Daily,
the paper, with its large middle-class readership, attracted other up-market
advertising, including real estate and expensive consumer goods such as
watches, jewellery and cars.

So was Apple Daily a freedom fighter or a market exploiter? There have been
debates about the media phenomenon Apple Daily helped to create, and whether
the paper truly represented the Hong Kong people’s voice. Remarkably, a senior
manager noted that if the ‘market’ changed, so would the editorial position of
the paper. ‘If Hong Kong people no longer support democracy and civil liberty,
then we would change our position because we follow the market mechan-
ism.’881 In other words, ‘democracy sells, so papers sell’. However, the ideology
Lai claimed to uphold and the commercialism he championed were two sides of
the same coin. Lai proclaimed, for instance, his anti-Chinese Communist posi-
tion that may or may not have been fully represented in his paper.882 Despite
this, both the mass circulation daily and its proprietor reaped fame and profits.

On the other hand, according to one of his senior executives, after the paper’s
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coverage of the 1 July march protesting against the new national security bill,
the paper received a lot of messages saying ‘well done’.883 Although this good-
will did not immediately translate into advertising revenue, hopefully it would
later.

It’s more symbolic. Advertising hasn’t increased because of our support for
the protest. It’s more like a brand building exercise with more people
linking our name to a popular cause.884

Indeed, before and on the eve of the mass protest, the daily and the weekly
owned by Lai were actively involved in mobilising their readers. For instance,
on the eve of the 1 July pro-democracy protest, the cover of Next Magazine, the
city’s muckraking weekly, featured a photographic mock-up of the Hong Kong
Chief Executive, Tung Chee-hwa, taking a pie right in the face. The caption
urged readers to ‘take to the streets’. During the days leading up to the demon-
stration against the proposed new national security bill, Next’s sister publication,
Apple Daily, distributed cartoon stickers calling for Tung to be ousted, and dis-
tributed posters on the day of the march.885 Regarding the question whether the
publisher ordered this anti-government move, an executive said:

It’s not an order from Jimmy [Lai]. The editorial team just decided to do it.
We on the business side just went along with the decision editorial made.
I’m sure when editorial made the decision they didn’t have advertising in
mind at all.

That [the good response] doesn’t help us directly. No one is going to
come to us and say we would like to advertise in your paper because it’s
anti-government. What we’re hoping instead is to give the impression that
Apple Daily is the paper people are buying and reading these days. By
doing so, we hope more advertisers will come as a result of the paper
getting more popular and talked about, rather than as a result of our political
stand.886

However, he admitted that what they did was controversial, and he did worry,
from a business perspective, about the consequences of overstepping the mark as
a newspaper.

Yes, I do worry about an ad [advertisement] boycott. But there’s nothing I
can do as a business manager here. Editorial is in charge and I’m not in a
position to tell them what to do. . . . What we did was of course controver-
sial. My answer would be: let the market/reader decide. If we stepped
beyond what a paper should be doing, we would be punished commercially.
If not, if readers like it, then we would go ahead. The market is our only
yardstick here.887
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The market factor

Undoubtedly, marketing was the name of the game. Another special feature of
Apple Daily was that through its proprietor’s personal efforts, the paper had
formed an informal alliance with civil institutions and celebrities. This informal
networking had built up quite a strong resistance to some of the government’s
policy, including the campaign for the enactment of the proposed anti-subversion
law. Among these allies, liberal politicians and a religious leader, opinions con-
cerning the paper were vague, sometimes ambivalent and sometimes endorsing.
Martin Lee, the founding chairman of the opposition Democratic Party, said:

I’m not saying everything he [Lai] does is right. Some pages are extremely
good, some are extremely bad. Some of those photographs are ghastly, and I
certainly do not approve. But if you want a large circulation you may have
to compromise. If you run a paper that is respectable and gentlemanly, like
Hong Kong Economic Journal, the influence is low. I have a lot of respect
for Mr Lam [Lam Hang-chi, the Journal’s founder and publisher] but how
far can he reach? That’s the problem.888

A barrister and legislator also agreed with Lee. ‘Apple Daily is a mixed blessing.
It’s often unbearable, but when you hear a symphony of voices of people putting
on kid gloves about some government proposal, it is often the only paper that
doesn’t mince words.’889 For the outspoken and respected Roman Catholic
Bishop, Joseph Zen, Lai was a good friend and a very special businessman who
did not have much interest in making money. ‘He has high ideals and a keen
sense of cultivating his own personality with his love for reading. . . . I think he
himself leaves much freedom to his editorial staff,’ Bishop Zen reportedly said.890

However, although he allowed his editorial staff considerable freedom, that
did not mean he had no political influence. With regards to the biggest contro-
versy in post-colonial Hong Kong, Lai’s stance as proprietor had a bearing on
the paper’s position. Given his strong opposition to the proposed enactment of
the anti-subversion law, on the one hand, his staff had to follow his position, on
the other hand, they also needed to consider the market and circulation figures,
and strike a balance.891 He was the first newspaper proprietor to take to the
streets, and marched with 60,000-plus other Hong Kongers to protest against the
proposed enactment of Basic Law article 23.892 Lai reportedly said that the law
was like ‘an invisible, tightening collar’.893 The informal human network he
formed included: the Roman Catholic Bishop, Joseph Zen, who is the leader of
over 200,000 Christians in Hong Kong; Yeung Sum, a directly elected legislator,
former chairman of the Democratic Party (DP) and Lai’s brother-in-law; Martin
Lee, another directly elected legislator and founding chairman of the DP, a good
friend of Lai’s and a Catholic; Albert Cheng, the broadcaster and a good friend
of Martin Lee’s; and Lam Hang-chi, founder and publisher of the HKEJ and a
long standing friend of Martin Lee’s.

To sum up, Lam and Lai represented two different kinds of rebel publisher –
the former regarded himself as an intellectual who had undergone an education
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in western liberal thinking and put forward his ideas mainly through his own
column.894 Whereas the latter proclaimed himself a refugee, a street child from
China, and a self-trained entrepreneur and self-invented media mogul who chal-
lenged the state by vigorously mobilising readers to stage a massive protest
against the malpractice of the state. Both took to the streets to demonstrate their
firm belief in press freedom and placed themselves in the firing line by challeng-
ing the suppressive measures the state was about to impose. This demonstration
of personal belief and professional spirit was an example, if not exactly a model,
for their staff, their colleagues and above all, the public. It showed that their
papers (including their news content) were uniquely independent from political
and economic influences, and also acted as a watchdog, setting the agenda of the
day. It also served to create a unique brand.

Their vision coincided in being very critical of the maladministration of the
state, for instance, state interference in the market, sinicisation and disregard for
the rule of law following the handover. They both, however, avoided provoking
the central government (although Lai once called the former Chinese leader a
‘tortoise egg with a zero IQ’),895 and perhaps that gave them some leeway to
negotiate with the central regime. Still, Lai suffered more, because there was a
ban on advertising in his publications, and his journalists were not allowed to
enter mainland China to cover stories. Obstacles were also placed in the way of
his company getting listed. The Chinese was more keen to involve Lam in
united-front work, however. The existence of these two papers – one mass circu-
lation and one quality – exerted pressure on other, more conformist, papers,
which, in order to compete, could not afford to ignore public sentiment com-
pletely. For instance, in respect of the proposed national security bill, it was
evident that the press, other than Apple Daily and Hong Kong Economic
Journal, shifted their position in reaction to social sentiment, particularly after
the big march on 1 July 2003.896

Resilient public broadcaster

While Apple Daily demonstrated a strongly opinionated position and strived to
set the agenda for Hong Kong, Hong Kong’s public broadcaster struggled to
retain its impartiality and independence. Just as the Hong Kong Journalists
Association evolved from being an expatriate body to a localised one, Radio
Television Hong Kong (RTHK) also evolved from a colonial mouthpiece to a
relatively independent media organisation with its own editorial code of prac-
tice. The paradox was that, on the brink of Hong Kong’s return to China, the
pressure on RTHK to revert to its old ‘colonial’ role was enormous. According
to a veteran journalist, the news section of RTHK was established in the after-
math of the 1967 disturbances.897 At that point, RTHK started to have its own
editorial responsibility and identity.

Between 1967 and 1970, the attitude of the Hong Kong government in rela-
tion to her people changed subtly. This had a bearing on RTHK too. For
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instance, those officials who used to write news bulletins were transferred
back to the Government Information Services (GIS) and editorial respons-
ibility was handed back to RTHK.898

According to the retired veteran journalist, this was part of the Hong Kong
government’s policy of relaxing its grip on the media. RTHK was also indirectly
forced to have its own news section in order to compete with other news media
that enjoyed press freedom. For instance, at around the same time, Hong Kong
Commercial Radio also set up its own news team to replace its previous practice
of getting news bulletins from the GIS and broadcast them accordingly. RTHK
was set up in 1928, but its news team was only officially set up in 1973. During
the political transition period, in the face of repeated calls from the pro-China
camp demanding that RTHK resume its role of government mouthpiece, Wong
Chi-keung, a retired founding editor of RTHK, commented openly that the rela-
tive freedom of the Hong Kong news media was the result of a ‘long bloody
struggle’.

Nowadays, people take it for granted and fail to notice that in fact it was
hard to get! . . . In fact editorial independence is not a gift, but a great
responsibility. Staff of RTHK was brave to bear this responsibility . . . but it
wasn’t appreciated by the Chinese officials who usually had tight control
and wished to force the media to serve party and state.899

Role of a public broadcaster

The Broadcasting Review Board recommended in 1985 that RTHK be made
independent of the government, but this proposal was blocked by the Chinese
side of the Joint Liaison Group in 1992. In the post-handover era, the govern-
ment’s broadcasting arm continued to be targeted by pro-Beijing politicians.
There was strong pressure for the broadcaster to revert to its colonial role. This
was an important issue, because RTHK offers an alternative viewpoint to that of
the two commercial radio broadcasters, Hong Kong Commercial Radio and
Metro Broadcast, and the two terrestrial television stations, Asia Television
(ATV) and Television Broadcasts (TVB).900 RTHK came under political pressure
on the issue of Chinese sovereignty. According to an experienced journalist,
RTHK has an irreplaceable role in providing a platform for alternative views, for
example, covering Taiwanese issues and providing criticism of the incumbent
administration.901

In May 2001, the pro-Beijing daily, Wen Wei Po, lashed out at the station
over comments by a RTHK presenter to the effect that Tibet was a country. The
presenter was discussing the fiftieth anniversary of an agreement whereby China
took over the region in the wake of the Communist take-over. In a subsequent
statement, RTHK said that there was no doubt that Tibet was a part of China. It
also said that the presenter was quoting other people’s views. It added that the
segment was ‘lacking in impartiality’, and a more complete explanation of the
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Tibet question was given on the day after the initial broadcast, including the
stance of the Central Government.902 Further pressure was put on RTHK follow-
ing a decision by TVB and ATV to call Taiwan’s president, Chen Shui-bian, the
island’s ‘leader’, instead of ‘president’. The terminology was closer to that of
the mainland Chinese media.903 The public broadcaster was expected to follow
suit. The National People’s Congress delegate, Ma Lik, called on the govern-
ment to issue guidelines to RTHK concerning Mr. Chen’s title. The government
broadcaster insisted that it would not change its current practice of using the
term ‘president’, and the government said, ‘it is not our practice to issue guide-
lines to RTHK regarding its news reporting.’904 The issue was whether or not
RTHK should play the role of a government supporter.905

Struggle for independence

RTHK continued to use public support to stand up for its norms and to fend off
intervention. In its own defence, the broadcaster sought to stress its editorial
independence.906 Operationally, RTHK was modelled on the British Broadcast-
ing Corporation (BBC) and a few Directors of Broadcasting were seconded from
the BBC in the 1970s to mid-1980s.907 However, structurally it was, and still is,
under the full control of the government in terms of financial subsidies and the
appointment of the broadcasting director who also acts as the editor-in-chief of
RTHK. RTHK claims that it upholds independent journalistic values such as
impartiality, balanced views and diversity of culture and viewpoint in its produc-
ers’ guidelines.

We are a public broadcasting body which aims at serving the public and
operates in the interest of the public . . . when there are important govern-
ment policies to be implemented, we will give sufficient airtime for govern-
ment officials to explain the policies and to exchange views with the public
in our program.908

Yet, there had been growing pressure since the handover, which prompted
observers to question whether RTHK itself had become involved in self-
censorship. The station’s satirical television series, ‘Headliners’ (which had
often been criticised by the pro-Beijing media), was briefly suspended to make
way for a series of profiles on top government and business leaders. It returned
to the air in January 2001. However, internally opinion was divided concerning
RTHK’s performance.

The Headliners has become ‘outdated’ and boring at times, it indeed needs
to adopt a drastic change . . . you can’t just keep on criticizing the HKSAR
and the CE as your only gimmicks.909
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The framework agreement

Overall, RTHK retained its editorial independence, even if at times it was overly
cautious to ensure that it presented news in a factual and impartial manner.
However, this did not alter the fact that the position of RTHK was precarious. It
operated under a ‘framework agreement’ with the government’s Secretary for
Information Technology and Broadcasting,910 which guarantees the station’s edi-
torial independence. As an administration document, the agreement was open to
administrative change. To secure adequate safeguards for RTHK’s editorial
independence, the government should have formalised the framework agreement
through legislation. Unlike the BBC, RTHK has neither the solid guarantee of
constitutional protection, nor the 12 members of the board of governors
appointed by the Queen on the advice of ministers.

To sum up, the independence of RTHK was attained through both the relax-
ation of the colonial grip and the long-term struggle of journalists inside and
outside the public broadcaster. However, without public support, it could not
have stood so firmly or for so long. It was not just the press and the public
broadcaster who were under pressure, however. Following the change in regime,
control over institutions, exerted through structural and hierarchical means, was
evident as well.

Role of the press in the struggle for academic freedom

In the new political reality, if the public broadcaster was struggling hard to
sustain its independence, so were ‘civilized institutions’.911

The informal collaboration between a columnist and a broadsheet paper
helped to expose state control over institutional freedom in 2000. In addition to
support from a specialist paper and a mass circulation paper, public opinion was
also on the side of academic freedom in the face of state interference. In July
2000, a social scientist at the University of Hong Kong, Dr. Robert Chung,
alleged in South China Morning Post (SCMP) that the Chief Executive, Tung
Chee-hwa, had tried, through a ‘special channel’, to suppress opinion polls on
his popularity conducted by Chung.912

Public opinion prevails

Remarkably, the case aroused an unprecedented public outcry. Public pressure
to determine the veracity of the allegations was such that the university council
found itself taking the unusual step, albeit reluctantly, of setting up a three-
member inquiry panel. The panel, headed by a former Court of Appeal judge,
found that two professors Cheng and Wong had indeed tried to put a stop to
Chung’s polls, and that the pair had twice conveyed messages to Chung that
were ‘calculated to inhibit his right to academic freedom’. The two professors
resigned shortly afterwards. More importantly, the inquiry panel also found that
the Hong Kong Chief Executive’s special assistant, Andrew Lo, who had denied
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asking Professor Cheng to put pressure on Dr. Chung, was a ‘poor and untruth-
ful witness’.913 There were calls for a wider investigation of the case.914 The
special assistant to Tung was later removed from the governmental payroll, but
only transferred to Tung’s family company, Oriental Overseas (International).
The incident also shows how media practitioners helped to raise the issue and
blew the whistle. The case also reveals how the news media and public opinion
could come together to form a countervailing force to government pressure. The
story unfolded like this. A journalist on SCMP spotted a column in the paper,
and helped to turn it into a front-page story.

The allegation about Tung interfering with opinion polls was in a column
written by Robert Chung, which I saw on a proof of the comment page
passed to the backbench [night editors] that evening. I said to the deputy
editor, that, if we had time, we should write a news story based on the
column and lead on paper with it. Otherwise we should remove the column
(so other papers would not see it the next day) and do the story the next day.
The deputy editor said it could not be removed because there was no
replacement and perhaps a few pars [paragraphs] on page 1 would do. I told
the political editor, about it and suggested him [sic] try to get hold of
Chung. One of his staff did so and, after some persuasion, the deputy editor
agreed to lead with it. He asked not to use the word ‘gag’ in the headline.915

The story was followed up by both local and foreign media. The next day, the Chief
Executive, Tung Chee-hwa, was giving a speech to a Chamber of Commerce and
was asked by a foreign businessman whether he had interfered with opinion polls.
He denied it categorically and the following day every paper splashed the story.
The story gave SCMP something in excess of 20 splashes over the next few
months. That was one of the few times when SCMP actually set the agenda and led
the story. Yet there was pressure from the Chinese camp, accusing the paper and
the journalist alike of ‘dumping on CH Tung and the HKSAR administration’.916

Specifically, there were accusations by the pro-China press and pro-Beijing figures
(usually made to political desk reporters and sometimes publicly on radio phone-in
programmes) that SCMP was involved in some kind of post-colonial conspiracy.
However, nothing was ever said to senior journalists by the SCMP management,
and there was no attempt to interfere.917 The story simply kept gathering momen-
tum. There were a lot of new angles, for example, the inquiry itself and the resigna-
tion of the vice-chancellor of Hong Kong University.918

However, the pressure on academics remained apparent. It was not until two
years after the incident that Robert Chung emerged again with a clear and deter-
mined voice to stand by his profession. He had seemingly kept a low profile
since the incident apparently triggered the resignation of the former vice-
chancellor of the University of Hong Kong and the transfer of Andrew Lo,
special aide to Tung Chee-hwa. In early 2003, Chung said that he would con-
tinue to conduct and publicise his polling results and speak out against any
infringement of academic freedom.919
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It would not have been possible for Robert Chung to have triggered such an
outcry had the news industry infrastructure not been so well in place. It was
because of the long-standing liberal tradition and the well-embedded journalistic
values and routines, that the journalists and editors were so effective in turning a
column into major news. With the help of other news media, a tiny piece of
news could be developed into a series of issues confronting the new government
and the powerful closed circle of the Chief Executive. Thus the media are seen
to have fulfilled their independent ‘fourth estate/watchdog’ role in the best pos-
sible way. However, it should be noted that the proprietor himself was unhappy
with the Chief Executive, Tung Chee-hwa. For instance, there was an editorial
that called on Tung to ‘step up and sit back’.920 But would journalists have
enjoyed such freedom if the proprietor had had a cordial relationship with
Tung?921 This question perhaps can only be answered in the light of the cultural
infrastructure of Hong Kong society, which is described in the next section.

In retrospect

According to the evidence, the Hong Kong press used to hold a strong anti-
Chinese Communist position. Only in recent decades, mainly because of the
imminent political handover, did the mainstream press begin to restructure itself
in anticipation of the change in social environment that would accompany
regime change. The anti-Chinese Communist standpoint became a minority
position. Yet fear and scepticism continued.

In the post-colonial era, apparently only one mass circulation paper, Apple
Daily, one specialist paper, Hong Kong Economic Journal, and one commercial
broadcaster, Commercial Radio, maintained a critical stance towards the
HKSAR and expressed concerns about the Chinese meddling in Hong Kong
affairs.

Although it appears that these media organisations remained on the periph-
ery, the fact that they could mobilise such enormous support indicates that they
enjoyed substantial institutional support, both in the form of moral support and
also sources of information.922 To explain this, we have to look at the cultural
constitution of Hong Kong society. First, it has almost become a common goal
for the Hong Kong people to defend their civil liberties, namely the rule of law,
a level playing field for business and freedom of expression, given the long
process of civil and political education that started in the early 1980s. To begin
with, there were the talks on Hong Kong’s future, although the people of Hong
Kong were excluded from the negotiations. Hong Kong people started to recog-
nise the importance of free media as Hong Kongers relied heavily on the Hong
Kong media for information.923 Furthermore, the Hong Kong media’s active role
in reporting on the 4 June Beijing student movement and its aftermath made an
impression on the public, and they could see what a difference Hong Kong could
make as an information haven.924

The development of the concept of the rule of law led many to respect the
legal profession. The outspokenness and involvement of leading lawyers had a
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major impact. For example, successive chairpersons of the Hong Kong Bar
Association worked to attract the moral support of their foreign counterparts,
such as the British and New York Bar Associations.925 Community leaders made
great efforts over a long period of time to support the ‘refugee’ society, for
instance, the Roman Catholic Church in Hong Kong helped to provide free,
quality education during the 1960s, 1970s and even the early 1980s. The respect
the church enjoyed and the influence it could command extended far beyond its
more than 200,000 Catholic followers. Above all, the Catholic Bishop, Joseph
Zen, who was hailed by both local and foreign media as the ‘conscience of Hong
Kong’, spoke out fearlessly for the weak and minorities, especially when Hong
Kong was very much in need of leadership.926

Unsurprisingly, at a time when the economy was in a slump, and the adminis-
tration was in a state of confusion following the handover,927 this kind of formal
and informal institutional support coincided with the aspirations of both the pro-
fessionals and the middle class.928 Thus the roots of resistance can be traced back
to the general fear that the Chinese Communist Party would not live up to its
word and allow Hong Kong to maintain its capitalist and free economy system.
Other social factors apparently facilitated the defence of press freedom, for
instance, the business community (including British, American and Hong Kong
representatives) and leading bankers (such as David Li Kwok-po), all denounced
the HKSAR’s handling of the enactment of the proposed new national security
bill, in one way or another. In the wake of the peaceful mass demonstration,
public sentiment has shifted, the leader of the pro-China political party and some
business celebrities even went so far as to say that it might not be a bad idea to
allow Hong Kong to have more democracy.929 One more external factor was at
work, Taiwan would have a very good excuse to reject the proposed ‘one
country, two systems’ arrangement if the reunification with China did not work
well in Hong Kong. Thus anxiety about Chinese communist rule united all
walks of life, and above all gave the media space to manoeuvre, even though
they remained on the periphery.

Faced with a wayward mass media, an alienated Legislative Council and a
dispirited society, the government has encountered grave problems trying to get
the community to support its policies, as a local political scientist, has reportedly
said.930 The mass media were regarded as having become the ‘single, most
important intermediary’. However, the lack of intermediaries between the
government and the people had severely undermined the government’s legiti-
macy and capacity to govern. It would arguably be ‘wrong to think that a
partnership between the government and selected mass media can ensure good
governance’. Thus, it is evident that Hong Kong journalists were not alone in
seeking to defend Hong Kong’s press freedom and above all freedom of expres-
sion. Apart from local practitioners, the regional and foreign press provided
rather comprehensive coverage and commentary on the proposed new national
security bill and Hong Kong’s organised efforts to protest against it.931 Foreign
consulates, trade representatives and banking communities in Hong Kong also
registered their concerns about the potential impact of the proposed legislation
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on free speech and the free flow of information in the former colony.932 More-
over, the Catholic Church, the richest and most popular religious institution in
Hong Kong, has shown a similar determination in resisting intervention from
Beijing.933 The Hong Kong Bar Association too has played an important part in
attempting to defend judicial autonomy and issuing a stern warning about a pos-
sible backlash if the proposed anti-subversion law is enacted and its implications
for freedom of the press and freedom of speech. Thus key institutions of civil
society played important roles as allies of the press.934
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7 Conclusion

This study has explored the significance of media professionalism and media
organisation, the role of the media in political change, and the relationship
between the media and a society’s power base, taking as an example the case of
Hong Kong. It has adopted a historical political economy approach in its explo-
ration of the Hong Kong press in three significant periods, namely: at the time of
colonial rule in the late 1960s; during the political transition in the 1990s; and in
the post-handover period in the early 2000s.

The late 1960s

The case study of the late 1960s provides a useful corrective to the uncritical
acceptance of the liberal argument. It reveals the repressive role of a liberal
democracy that adopts a series of oppressive measures against opposition
voices. As the case study of the public records of the British government shows,
part of the radical press was suppressed by the colonial government in the late
1960s. Although the British government repeatedly proclaimed the importance
of a free press in Hong Kong, in practice its approach was largely and consis-
tently repressive. Britain’s main concern was to maintain public order, and nip
any threat to the colonial regime in the bud. While within the society at large
there was a commitment to resisting infringements of press freedom, the govern-
ment gave higher priority to maintaining its own authority than to issues of
freedom of the press. It is worth noting remarkably, that the British colonial way
of political suppression was usually not that explicit. One strategy was to follow
a policy of divide-and-rule, so, for example, they allowed the pro-Nationalist
Taiwanese groups to survive. The other strategy was to leave some room for
anti-colonial political forces. So, at least until the riot of 1967, the communist
group were left relatively free to do what they wanted so as to provide a balance
to the pro-Nationalist Kuomintang (KMT) group.935

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the radical press’s provocative, condemnatory,
and even rebellious, attitude towards the colonial government was largely due to
its perception of the British as running an exploitative regime. There was neither
democratic representation nor any attempt to reduce social injustice and inequal-
ity in the late 1960s. Hence, the press backed by the People’s Republic of China



(PRC) was arguably the main radical force at the time, playing the role of
‘watchdog’ and campaigning for more democracy, although, regrettably, they
adopted an extremist strategy later on.

As evidenced in Chapter 2, part of the local English press were sympathetic
towards the communist press. It was observed that the widespread disturbance in
1967 was largely due to a general grievance among the working class and to the
prevalence of social injustice in society. On occasions, some of the local English
press criticised the heavy-handed measures adopted by the Hong Kong adminis-
tration. Also, some legal professionals relentlessly attacked the absolute power
the British Hong Kong government sought to retain even after the disturbance.
The English press dared to criticise the colonial government on how the riot was
handled. It speaks to the fact that the English press enjoyed relative autonomy;
certainly it belonged to the ruling class then. But how could it possible play out
its professional role? In fact it reflected the higher echelon of power which was
then divided over how to handle the riot, thereby allowing for dissenting opinion
expressed in the English newspaper. That could be of relevance to the develop-
ing relative autonomy of the press in Hong Kong now and in the future.

However, there were factors that prevented the radical press from continuing
to play their provocative role. Although the PRC-backed press helped to stir up
and mobilise the working class, and to turn the labour dispute into a social
movement, it did not command support from media across the political spec-
trum. In particular, the radical press was criticised and condemned by its rivals
and the self-proclaimed centrist press. This was partly due to there being a clear
political cleavage between left and right, with the pro-colonial/establishment
press in between. Moreover, the political cleavage between the communist and
anti-communist gangs has swept under the carpet the ideological difference
between the left (progressive taking sides with the underprivileged) and the right
(conservative defending the status quo) properly understood.

In addition, when the movement against colonial rule turned to anarchy,
widespread public support declined – a fact that also contributed to the failure of
the radical press. This lack of cultural support was due more to a ‘communist-
fearing’ or ‘anti-communist’ sentiment (which was shared by many Hong Kong
inhabitants during the Chinese Communist take-over in the late 1940s), rather
than to an approval of colonial rule.936

Moreover, despite the existence of a long tradition of a Chinese press acting
as a critical and progressive voice of Chinese society as mentioned in Chapter 1,
professional journalism was not widely practised. In the 1960s, the Hong Kong
press was mainly ideologically oriented, with a clear division between the leftist
(pro-CCP) and the rightist (pro-Nationalist Taiwanese KMT) press. Journalism
education was not widely available until the 1980s following the founding of a
number of journalism schools in the 1960s.937 Overall the contemporary society
could be characterised in the words of a political scientist as a ‘minimally
socially and politically integrated’ society with an embedded refugee mentality,
and a not yet fully developed sense of belonging to Hong Kong.938 This
was because the majority of Hong Kong residents moved there during the late
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1940s and early 1950s when mainland China was taken over by the Chinese
Communists.

Paradoxically, the failure of the radical press occurred not only as a result of
colonial coercion and legal repression, but also as a consequence of a decrease
in the influence of the Chinese authorities. Although most of the leftist press was
at the time registered locally, and claimed to be privately funded, in fact, it was
heavily subsidised by the Chinese authorities. In other words, the ultimate owner
of the leftist press was the Chinese regime. While the radical press relentlessly
maintained its resistance to, and indeed rebellion against, the authoritarian colo-
nial regime, it was restrained by its owners, and indeed by its role as an ideo-
logical apparatus of the Chinese regime.

The case study in Chapter 2 reveals an intriguing power struggle. Despite the
fact that the British were considering withdrawing from Hong Kong in the wake
of the strong local rebellion, it was the Chinese calling upon the leftist press to
discontinue resistance to colonial rule. The Chinese ordered the PRC-backed
press to call off the struggle against the British because it did not serve Chinese
ends. At that time, the CCP’s policy was to retain Hong Kong as its window to
the west during the Cold War. As the Beijing authorities resumed control over
the situation in mainland China, they introduced their own policy, according to
which the best way in which Hong Kong served China’s interests was as a
colony. Furthermore, the fact that Peking called off the struggle against the
British Hong Kong government in the late 1960s is also a standing determinant
of Hong Kong’s press freedom, since local left-wing newspapers are state-
owned enterprises serving the dictates of the ruling regime in Beijing. Whilst
such state behaviour in the late 1960s has been documented, it can be taken as a
working premise in understanding the logic and behaviour of these Beijing-
owned papers in Hong Kong before and after 1997.

Despite the failure of the radical press in the 1960s to overthrow the colonial
regime, it helped to prompt a thorough review of British local policy
that resulted in a more soft-handed approach, which in turn led to a series
of social changes in the following decades.939 These included the British Hong
Kong administration establishing channels for communication with the Chinese
press. For instance, the Hong Kong government compiled a daily précis of all
the Chinese press for senior government officials to read first thing in the
morning.940

Another remarkable finding is that the case of the prosecution of the three
PRC-backed newspapers (Tin Fung Daily News, Afternoon News, and Hong
Kong Evening News) was not included in any available law reports in Hong
Kong. One explanation is that the judgment may have been buried in the High
Court during these turbulent years.941 However, in view of the careful and
lengthy exchange among senior officers in London and Hong Kong concerning
this selective prosecution of senior newspapermen and women and the ban of
newspapers by legal instrument, all of which was highly sensitive, it seems very
strange that the law report would have been omitted. Although it is tempting to
conclude that it was done for political reasons, such a conclusion requires more
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evidence and further research to shed light on this legal dimension, which is not
the task of this study.

In sum, political influence was significant in shaping the press in the late
1960s. Yet the political power structure was not monolithic, and tension within
and between various British offices acted as a countervailing force, as seen in
the case study of the late 1960s. However, in the aftermath of this British sup-
pression, the Hong Kong press apparently exercised restraint during the follow-
ing decades until a critical press began to emerge as a result of the weakening of
the colonial government authorities.

The 1990s

During the transition period of the late 1980s and 1990s, new political journals
and daily newspapers flourished,942 and, remarkably, an independent critical press
emerged. This was due to the diminishing political influence of the colonial
government, but also partly to a last major effort by the British to relax their legal
grip on the Hong Kong news media before their departure. Whilst the emergence
of a critical press is largely a result of the process of de-colonisation, it is also the
outcome of the growth of maturity of the local political community/civil society.
In contrast to the 1960s (when the press lacked the support of a fully fledged civil
society due to insufficient popular education and a lack of civil rights awareness
amongst the middle class), during the 1990s a counter-force emerged from the
developing civil society that provided new sources of information, journalistic
professionalism and support from other civic institutions.

Against strong opposition from the Chinese side, liberalising steps were also
taken towards constitutional reform, which provided greater opportunity for
various interest groups, political parties and minority groups to participate in
public debates, and even established partially democratic elections to the Hong
Kong legislature. At the time when British rule was fading and the Chinese had
not yet formally established legitimate authority in the colony, there was an
ongoing tension and disagreement between the British and the Chinese regard-
ing what Hong Kong policy should be following the handover. This situation
resulted in a kind of ‘political power vacuum’ in which media organisations
manoeuvred.943 Their critical approach, however, was not aimed solely at the
new masters but also at the colonial regime. In anticipation of the political
changeover, the public tended to support a resilient and free press, as evidenced
by the public backing of the press across the political spectrum who campaigned
for the open trial and early release of reporter, Xi Yang.

Yet, it was not only political developments, but also social ones that con-
tributed to the evolution of a critical press. In Hong Kong society as a whole,
scepticism towards the new masters could be detected, and in particular an
anxiety concerning a potential negative impact on civil liberties and press
freedom. Under these circumstances, the threat of possible press censorship
appeared real to the already anxious public. Thus an event that was perceived as
an interference with the freedom of the press, such as the jailing of a Hong Kong
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journalist who was just ‘doing his job’, became a ‘case’ to fight for, as shown in
the case study in Chapter 3. This vehement reaction was not just a response to a
perceived threat to the press as an industry, but was also due to the fact that the
Chinese government was, as a result of such interference, perceived as a
common enemy. Scepticism and anxiety indeed became so widespread that the
media across the political spectrum (including a fraction of the Beijing-funded
leftist press) pushed for clarification regarding this case, and assurances in
respect of press freedom following the handover in 1997.944

In addition, Hong Kong’s civil society can be seen as one of the key entities
supporting the press who made extensive use of civic institutions as a source of
information for the mass media. From the early 1990s to 1997, however, the
mass media tended to shift to a conforming mode (as seen in the analysis of
news coverage in Chapter 3), and that despite vigorous rank-and-file resistance
to internal and external intervention. The civil society played an even more
apparent role in the early 2000s.945

Professional awareness and knowledge have been on the increase due to the
growing popularity of journalism studies since the 1980s. The generation of
journalists who gained their education at such institutions was educated and
trained according to western journalistic ideals, values and norms. The increas-
ing opportunities for journalists to enter China to cover news also played a role.
Many could compare the freedoms and rights Hong Kong people enjoyed with
those of their mainland counterparts. Thus, a dilemma arose, on the one hand,
proprietors intended to appease China but, on the other, were forced to ‘con-
front’ and exercise pressure for the cause of press freedom, as in the case of Xi
Yang. Indeed, the case study shows how senior editors and management, such as
publishers and editors-in-chief, joined the coalition force to campaign for the
early release of the jailed reporter, but this usually occurred at the initiative of
the concerted efforts of the rank-and-file.946

At the same time, the Hong Kong market also flourished thanks to China’s
open-door policy. With its close proximity to China, the Hong Kong economy
prospered. On the media front, information about development in China was
especially sought after locally and internationally, which in many ways helped
to enable further development of the Hong Kong press.

However, in anticipation of the handover, the Chinese also stepped up their
pressure on the Hong Kong press. This period was marked by Chinese attacks
on, and unrelenting hostility towards, Hong Kong journalists. A notable example
was the imprisonment of Xi Yang. With this severe penalty, the Chinese laid
down the new ground rules for reporting and journalistic work in the post-
handover era. Another distinctive feature of the period was that newspaper
owners acted as ‘proxies’ for the new regime. Newspaper proprietors, apparently
acting on behalf of the new regime, began to have an effect on media organisa-
tions with a subsequent influence on news content.

Indeed, the restructuring of media organisations began before the political
handover. In anticipation of 1997, Hong Kong society was changing rapidly.
The roots of systematic control originated from a wide-ranging restructuring
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at the institutional and organisational levels which resulted in a major shift
in political orientation, and consequently in editorial content and position,
as shown in the analysis of media control in Chapter 5. Businessmen and
women, through buying up majority shares in newspapers, fully controlled both
operational and allocational power. A new proprietor would revamp the paper
by, for example, systematically removing contributors and columnists, and
replacing them with new staff; abolishing the political news desk; re-distributing
staff; and changing the editorial orientation. Although some journalists fear-
lessly resisted this intervention, the proprietor usually succeeded in the restruc-
turing process.

As a result, as evident from the textual analysis in Chapters 3 and 4, an incli-
nation towards political caution was taking shape, involving a drift away from
politically sensitive topics such as criticism of the central leadership, and an
increasing prevalence of consumerism and commercialism in news content. It
pointed out that political caution is exercised when the press handled sensitive
issues. Combined with consumerism and commercialism, this political caution
serves to silence the press itself over sensitive issues and shrugs off press
responsibility in reflecting views of importance on issues such as Taiwan
independence. This is what is commonly called ‘self-censorship’. But this
account gives substance to what is behind the self-censorship. Commonly con-
ceived, it is taken as an act on the part of the media itself to self-restrain itself.
But it is a kind of self-negating act, that is, not to tell the public what you
believe is true or not to honour what you believe you should do. But such think-
ing may wrongly focus on individual decisions or integrity. It is also extremely
hard to find evidence to prove any allegation. The way we conceive it in this
study, however, means we could identify a self-censoring act by referring to the
larger political picture where we can identify causes for self-censorship, without
looking for evidence that is hard to obtain.

In general, the news media organisations shifted their diverse political alle-
giances towards the dominant ideological power and the future masters. This led
to the complete disappearance of references to the historical connection with
Taiwan and the severed links with it, and the decreasing influence of the British
on the press.947

In this connection, infotainment frequently replaced dry politics. As a result,
trivialised news helped to neutralise hard politics and served as a tactic towards
sensitive political news. Even though most of the titles and key staff remained
intact, this structural shift nevertheless marked a defining moment for the press.
Political influence was clearly evident in the trajectory of the shift of most of the
mainstream newspapers.

Furthermore, there was an acknowledgement of imminent political change –
from a British colony to a Chinese Special Administrative Region (SAR) and an
acceptance, albeit reluctantly, of a new master. In the highly politicised society
at large, a gradual paradigmatic shift in perspective occurred, which involved a
growing acceptance and understanding of the incoming political regime.948 In
the case of the news media, the shift was manifested by the fact that many pro-
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prietors, and indeed journalists themselves, moved from a previously hostile atti-
tude, to a friendly and even subservient one.949

On the media front, resistance was sporadic, one example being the campaign
for the early release of Xi Yang, in mainland China. Unsurprisingly, resistance
from individual journalists and even the journalistic profession produced clashes
with media owners because of an acute conflict of interest between proprietors
and employees. For instance, some proprietors had business interests in main-
land China or attempted to explore the mainland market. Even in the case of
those who did not have clear political allegiances and investment in China, the
goal of maximising profits played a key role. This is particularly important as
the Chinese authorities represent the biggest state institutions, and thus at the
same time act as the most significant potential advertisers domestically and
internationally. Hence, there is a tension between owners and employees when
faced with external intervention, although professional journalists have
attempted to use their day-to-day autonomy to mediate pressures within the
organisation.

Under such circumstances – although there occurred a shift in political orien-
tation and editorial policy towards an apolitical stance – the restructuring of the
news media was not completed, and was affected and complicated by the on-
going Sino-British disagreement on major Hong Kong policy.950 The restructur-
ing happened through changes of ownership and the buying up of shares in the
quality press. In the face of these changes, professional resistance remained
strong, but mainly at the individual and professional levels, rather than at the
organisational level. Although in the civil society there remained strong support
for the media as a source of information, and for journalistic norms, around
1997 a conciliatory tone prevailed in media organisations themselves, especially
at the institutional level, and most clearly at the editorial level.951

It was under such circumstances that the Hong Kong press manifested ambi-
guity and ambivalence in terms of its content and strategy in response to the
many influences, pressures and constraints experienced in this period. However,
with the escalation of pressure, the countervailing forces appear to be equally
complex and strong. Simultaneously, a ‘space’ for the critical press re-emerged
and was seized by some entrepreneurs in the following years.

In sum, Hong Kong during the transition was under contradictory pressures –
on the one hand, the civil society provided new sources of information, and jour-
nalistic norms benefited from a relaxed political environment. On the other
hand, there was increasing pressure from the Chinese who exerted more and
more influence at various levels of the organisational hierarchy. Newspaper pro-
prietors, acting as a ‘proxy’ for the new political power, helped to induce an
institutional and structural shift in news organisation. Media control was mani-
fested in the form of self-censorship. These were the key features that defined
this period of press history. However, the political implications were only fully
manifested in the post-handover period when more independently critical jour-
nalists were removed in the guise of a re-organisation of newsrooms.
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The 2000s

Political influence played a significant role in shaping the press in the 2000s.
During the transition, the press came under contradictory pressures, whereas in
the post-handover years, part of the Hong Kong press at least demonstrated a
resilient resistance to media control.

Although control exercised by owners and the state tightened, it was uneven
and complex. While personnel changes within media organisations appeared to
be complete, some media remained resilient in their support of civil liberties by
turning to diverse, and sometimes even critical, sources of information. For
example, a pollster-scholar was able to use the quality press to expose the
government’s suppression of free speech.952 Market competition encouraged
further coverage and exposure of the incident as a major case of state inter-
vention. As the interview findings indicate, the staff and the editor had the
power to turn a lone scholar’s article into a breaking news story despite the fact
that the paper was undergoing restructuring. Moreover, consumers and readers
helped to empower journalists, and indeed provided sources of information to
support continuing media coverage and exposure of the event.

This shows that although direct influences, pressures and constraints exerted
by owners, and indirect coercion and legal repression imposed by the govern-
ment, could be enormously strong, other factors, such as market influence, con-
sumer power, journalistic norms and the civil society as a source of information,
all help to resist and countervail them. Here, the countervailing factors such as
professional routine, civil society as a source of information, public aspiration
and market logic are related to each other and help to expose the attempt to sup-
press academic freedom in 2000. These countervailing factors help to fend off
pressure from political power and economic censorship. And it illuminates the
picture of how and why the media work at a specific historical juncture.

In a highly sophisticated capitalist society, these countervailing factors all act
to influence the media to report and follow up an important news story because
they cannot afford to ignore it once it becomes breaking news. This is especially
true as strong competition stems not only from one type of medium but also from
across various media such as radio, TV broadcasting and public broadcasting.

As mentioned earlier, as well as one fearless columnist exposing intervention
by the Chief Executive of the Hong Kong government, defiant veteran journal-
ists refused to submit to the new political order. Journalists on the government
broadcaster, Radio Television Hong Kong, also refused to work within the new
political boundaries.953 These defiant examples helped to raise public awareness
and indeed triggered an alarm concerning the imminent curb on press freedom.
Nevertheless, during these past few years, many experienced journalists were
forced to leave their positions or were sacked for refusing to abide by new
guidelines. Yet, a few were able to become even more defiant by joining the crit-
ical press or foreign media organisations.954

Significantly, parts of the press stepped outside the limits imposed by politics,
and flourished. This phenomenon marks one of the key characteristics of the
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Hong Kong press, that is, its use of market forces to achieve its ends. The pro-
prietor of the mass circulation paper, Apple Daily, revealed that he spotted the
market gap vacated by the quality press that used to be critical of both the colo-
nial government and the Chinese regime, and moved to fill it.955 The paper also
expanded its content according to the mass circulation/tabloid formula based on
‘consumerism’ and ‘commercialism’. These moves combined ensured the
success of the Apple Daily. However, this is not to say that Apple Daily is crit-
ical of every instance of malpractice committed by the Chinese government.
Instead, its highly contentious stance is calculated to match the majority senti-
ment of a Hong Kong civil society anxious about threats to civil liberties and
press freedom.

Yet the very purpose of privately owned media in a market-driven economy
is to make profits. Thus, the influence of advertisers and shareholders is of key
importance for the success of the commercial press. The case of Apple Daily is
illustrative. Although it is generally seen as a critical paper, its ideology is
largely conservative. It helps to promote consumerism and a capitalist, commer-
cialised way of living as a norm. Although it reports on minority/marginalised
groups, such news is usually framed in a sensational way and fails to investigate
the larger social background.956 The infotainment style tends to water down the
political element of highly sensitive political news.

Whilst maintaining its critical role, the paper’s campaign against the pro-
posed new national security bill largely echoed mainstream Hong Kong middle
class interests.957 It also coincided with interests across the political spectrum
(e.g. from NGOs such as Amnesty International and the Hong Kong Journalists
Association, to the banking, business and overseas investment communities),
although for very different reasons. The business sector, for example, was
anxious that economic/business information would be suppressed if the pro-
posed new national security bill were passed.

Unsurprisingly, in the post-handover era, the political pressure from the
Chinese regime was enormous and this tended to shape the Hong Kong press in
an unprecedented manner. Change occurred within a capitalist context, however.
The restructuring of media ownership in Hong Kong seemed to be settled, with
the mainstream press largely in support of the status quo. One of the marked fea-
tures continued from the transition was that newspaper proprietors appeared to
be acting on behalf of the new regime, and curbed press freedom in a quiet
manner. With new editorial policies installed along with structural change, sen-
sitive news stories or documentaries were either spiked or put on the back
burner.

This kind of self-censorship was effective in the sense that some outspoken
Chinese critics and editors were marginalised or removed from the local scene
as a result of newsroom and news desk reorganisation carried out in the guise of
a new market strategy. A news desk or news section could be removed, and
columns cancelled, all in the name of a redeployment of resources to cater for a
new market environment as shown in Chapter 6.958

The case study presented in Chapter 4 reveals that Taiwan remained one of
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the most contentious news items (as it has not yet agreed to submit to the ‘reuni-
fication scheme’), as demonstrated in the analysis of the Taiwanese presidential
election in 2000. The Hong Kong press, in terms of its news freedom, was con-
strained largely by control exercised by its owners and the government. Self-
censorship was rampant under these internal and external constraints. Yet
findings show that the press was not entirely intimidated. They still retained a
little independence, and appeared to have adopted tactics to report on this sensi-
tive news item.

The news content of the case study in 2000 demonstrates a general shift in
the political orientation of the press. For instance, reporting on Taiwan has
become a sensitive issue, if not entirely a political no-go area. It is illustrative
that the Taiwanese President is generally described as the ‘Taiwan leader’, and
the ‘June Four massacre’ was largely replaced by the ‘Tiananmen incident’.

Legal instruments such as Article 23 of the mini-constitution of the Basic
Law were also on the agenda. Its enactment was suspended after half a million
people took to the streets to protest against it. This illustrates that even an
authoritarian regime like China cannot entirely disregard a mass popular protest.

Retrospect

As mentioned in Chapter 1, radical political economists tend to view capitalist
society as being class dominated. The media are seen as part of an ideological
arena in which various class ideas are contested. Although dominated by certain
classes, ultimate control is increasingly exercised by the monopoly of capital.
Analysts of this tradition are concerned that the increasing concentration of
power coincides with dominant political and economic power interests. The
media operate within the framework of the dominant power structures and are
dependent upon the dominant ideology, which in turn reflects and reinforces the
status quo.

In contrast, according to the liberal tradition, the media respond to, and
reflect, the views and values of the public, thus ensuring consumer control. The
liberal theorists’ view differs significantly from that of the radicals. While the
radical approach emphasises media censorship, the liberal approach emphasises
the market that enables consumers to exercise control over the media. The
central liberal idea is that the general shape and nature of the press is ultimately
determined by its readers because of the hidden hand of the free market. Thus
liberal theorists tend to see the media as neutral, independent and owing alle-
giance to the public interest rather than to the organised political interests of
society.

However, historical analysis reveals more complex situations than these two
positions propose. The findings of this study have a number of theoretical
implications. First, one strand of the western radical political economy argument
emphasises market censorship. It sees control as being exercised primarily
through economic processes. What this study reveals, however, is that political
power was a key influence in shaping the Hong Kong press. In the late 1960s,
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the colonial government repressed the Chinese Communist press; in the 2000s, a
new government curbed the independence of the press in a variety of ways; and
between these periods, there was a transitional phase during which the press
were able to become increasingly independent and critical as a result of the
weakening of government authorities.

In the latest developments in spring 2004, there is evidence that increasing
political pressure is being put on critical commentators to deter them from
speaking out for the common people.959 Raymond Wong, the broadcaster and
outspoken critic of the Chinese authorities, temporarily left his job claiming that
there were attempts to silence him using coercion and offers of bribes. He is
reported to have said that if there were a threat to his or his family’s personal
security he would stop broadcasting. Another leading broadcaster, Albert Cheng,
said that the political pressure was suffocating and that he had received death
threats. ‘I am not afraid of people in power, but I shudder at the threat of viol-
ence. It is only human and natural for me to be deeply disturbed by death
threats,’ he wrote.960 Mr Cheng was seriously injured in a knife attack in 1998
and in a letter to South China Morning Post he said he simply could not risk
another attack.961 The trend is worrying as these are not isolated cases.962 A polit-
ical scientist reportedly said ‘ “orchestrated action” is being taken against some
media.’963

These latest developments largely arise from Hong Kong’s unique political
position. As has been mentioned before, China has promised to allow Hong
Kong to continue its capitalist system under its ‘one country, two systems’
policy, partly in order to tempt Taiwan to come to the reunification table. Under
this peculiar political arrangement, China has laid down the rule that ‘river water
should not mix with well water’, meaning that Hong Kong’s capitalist system
should not interfere with the mainland Chinese socialist system. The original
goal was to allow China to benefit from the Hong Kong capitalist system.
During the last decade of colonial rule, Britain relaxed its grip on the Hong
Kong media (for whatever reason), whereas the Chinese wanted to tighten their
grip on the Hong Kong press following the handover. They were worried about
the risk of Hong Kong’s well water interfering with mainland China’s river
water, with good reason, as in certain instances the influence of the Hong Kong
media was great. For example, its coverage of the SARS epidemic (in 2003) had
a significant impact on mainland Chinese people, particularly those living in the
vicinity of the Pearl River Delta and the southern province of China who had
ready access to Hong Kong TV and radio broadcasters (see Chapter 5).

Second, with notable exceptions,964 this strand of the political economy
approach tends to underestimate the inter-connection between political and eco-
nomic factors. For instance, as this study shows, newspaper owners may act on
behalf of the government to curb press freedom. Furthermore, the proposed new
national security bill and the latest attacks on radio broadcasters mentioned
above, all point to a tendency on the part of the Central Government and the
HKSAR government to control the media using legal and non-legal means.
Response from the media is varied and sporadic. Increasingly, newspaper
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proprietors choose to be proxies acting on behalf of the new regime. They may
even risk loss in circulation figures, a reduction in staff morale, media credibility
and indeed readers’ support in order to reap long term material rewards for their
personal and business interests. There are exceptions, however. Certain news-
paper proprietors and journalists continue to make themselves heard. Some jeop-
ardise their personal security and perhaps even their business viability, though,
in the case of Jimmy Lai and Apple Daily there are also opportunities to exploit
a market gap, as described in Chapter 6.

Third, the radical political economy tradition tends to overstate the mono-
lithic nature of the power structure, and tends to underestimate other counter-
vailing forces such as journalistic norms, civil society as a source of
information, and influences exerted by competitors, all of which enable some
papers to maintain different levels of independence.

Fourth, the media are subjected to, and shaped by, different combinations of
influence at different times and in different places, so an understanding of the
historical context is required. This theme of variability of influence is increas-
ingly apparent in the case studies of the 1990s and the 2000s. These show that
the Hong Kong media were exposed to contradictory influences and had an
ambivalent relationship with the dominant power structures. Factors in the wider
environment are significant. For example, before 1997, some journalists could
resist pressure and even protest by resigning because there was a secure eco-
nomic environment.965 However, this kind of active protest became rare after
1997 due to the economic downturn.966

In addition, the pressure put on the media results in an ambivalent relation-
ship with the dominant power structures. In the case of the Hong Kong press, the
press is neither fully part of the power structure (for example, South China
Morning Post and Oriental Daily News have undergone shifting positions in edi-
torial orientation) nor is it fully independent of the power structure/dominant
ideology (for example, Apple Daily and Hong Kong Economic Journal can be
selective in maintaining their critical position). Both the above-mentioned
dailies respond to pressures and adjust accordingly. For example, the proprietor
of Apple Daily laid down guidelines saying there was to be no breaking news
about China, and Hong Kong Economic Journal rarely sent journalists to cover
Chinese political news in order to avoid a direct clash with the Chinese authori-
ties, despite the fact that both newspapers represent a leading critical voice in
Hong Kong. Although in the case of Hong Kong it is not possible to talk about a
liberal democracy, it has nevertheless developed most of the features of a highly
sophisticated capitalist city embedded with market values and civil society
culture with a strong appreciation of a free flow of information. There are ways
in which popular forces can influence the media in liberal democracies.
Although some of these are considered contentious within the radical tradition,
they do, nonetheless, play the role of powerful countervailing forces as shown in
the above-mentioned study.

Drawing on what I learnt from the Hong Kong experience, I would like to
reconstruct the paradigm of radical political economy in order to make
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allowance for elements of the liberal democracy models (such as the role of pro-
fessional norms and standards, public expectation and aspiration, and the power
of civil society) which counteract the infrastructural/economic factors and super-
structural/political reasons that cut press freedom down. The experience of Hong
Kong, where the first HKSAR chief executive had not been able to carry out his
mandate fully and where elite opinion was split over government major policies
(such as on the enactment of the proposed new national security bill), the power
of agents and actors (such as from the pan-democratic alliance) may override the
dominant power of economic commands and political censorship. The over-
whelming importance of political and economic reality in shaping media content
can subsequently be undermined. However, we can also rework the liberal
democracy model to take seriously into account the overwhelming importance
of political and economic reality in shaping media content. In my reconstructed
account of the liberal democracy model, during the colonial suppression in the
1960s, given the media system as a relatively open and competitive process in
which various actors are competing for influence, political power (British colo-
nial administration) and economic ownership produce media content that is
biased/class-biased against the underdogs/underprivileged and in favour of the
ruling political and economic elites.

In short, the larger environment of Hong Kong is changing rapidly. So is
public sentiment. However, the political culture, journalistic norms and institu-
tional support remain strong. It is evident that the British colonial government
was highly oppressive at one point, but it also changed enormously over time.
Although the Chinese regime is an authoritarian regime in nature, it has been
adjusting its strategy, if not entirely its policy, towards Hong Kong.

As has already been pointed out, media organisations are subject to influ-
ences that can make them conform to the establishment’s ideology. The media
in liberal democracies are often subjected to influences from above and below.
How these pressures and constraints are manifested, and whether countervailing
forces are present in a vigorous form, however, depends upon the specific
context in which the media operate. In the case of a hybrid authoritarian/
bureaucratic/capitalist/city state such as Hong Kong, which is a transitional
society and largely deviates from the static model of a western liberal demo-
cracy, the interaction is even more complex.
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Appendix

Table 1 Newspaper readership in 1966, 1976, 1986 and 19961

Rank Newspaper Readership2

Newspaper readership in 1966
1 Sing Tao Wen Pao 21%
2 Sing Pao Daily News 18%
3 Kung Sheung Daily News 10%
4 Ming Pao Daily News 8%
4 Hong Kong Commercial Daily 8%
6 Sing Tao Jih Pao 7%
6 Wah Kiu Yat Pao 7%
8 Ching Pao 6%
8 Express Daily News 6%

10 Tin Tin Daily News 5%
11 South China Morning Post 4%
12 Wah Kiu Man Pao 3%
12 Star 3%
14 Hong Kong Standard 2%
15 China Mail 1%
(N) (3,036,000)

Newspaper readership in 1976
1 Sing Pao Daily News 649,000 (19%)
2 Sing Tao Wen Pao 519,000 (15%)
3 Oriental Daily News 470,000 (14%)
4 Sing Tao Jih Pao 354,000 (10%)
5 Ming Pao Daily News 298,000 (9%)
6 Express Daily News 235,000 (7%)
7 Wah Kiu Yat Pao 226,000 (7%)
8 Hong Kong Daily News 190,000 (5%)
9 Kung Sheung Daily News 130,000 (4%)

10 Hong Kong Commercial Daily 127,000 (4%)
11 South China Morning Post 125,000 (4%)
12 Ching Pao 104,000 (3%)
13 Chinese Star 69,000 (2%)
14 Ming Pao Evening News 45,000 (1%)
15 Star 32,000 (1%)
16 Hong Kong Standard 31,000 (1%)
(N) (3,460,000) contd.



Table 1 Continued

Rank Newspaper Readership2

Newspaper readership in 1986
1 Oriental Daily News 1,767,000 (38%)
2 Sing Pao Daily News 1,850,000(19%)
3 Ming Pao Daily News 1,423,000 (9%)
4 South China Morning Post 1,278,000 (6%)
5 Tin Tin Daily News 1,258,000 (6%)
5 Hong Kong Daily News 1,258,000 (6%)
7 Sing Tao Jih Pao 1,199,000 (4%)
8 Express Daily News 1,108,000 (2%)
9 Wah Kiu Yat Pao 1,100,000 (2%)

10 Sing Tao Wen Pao 1, 88,000 (2%)
11 Hong Kong Economic Journal 1, 66,000 (1%)
12 Hong Kong Commercial Daily 1, 58,000 (1%)
13 Wen Wei Po 1, 55,000 (1%)
14 Hong Kong Standard 1, 37,000 (1%)
15 Ching Pao 1, 32,000 (1%)
(N) (4,718,000)

Newspaper readership in 1996
1 Oriental Daily News 1,601,000 (29%)
2 Apple Daily 1,338,000 (24%)
3 Sing Pao Daily News 1,630,000 (11%)
4 Tin Tin Daily News 1,465,000 (8%)
5 Ming Pao Daily News 1,345,000 (6%)
6 Hong Kong Daily News 1,323,000 (6%)
7 South China Morning Post 1,253,000 (5%)
8 Sing Tao Daily 1,221,000 (4%)
9 Hong Kong Economic Times 1, 95,000 (2%)

10 Hong Kong Economic Journal 1, 61,000 (1%)
(N) (5,481,000)

Sources: Hong Kong Media Survey 1996, SRH Media Index 1976, SRH Media Index 1986, AC
Nielsen. [sic] SRG Hong Kong Media Index 1996.

Notes
1 Adopted from So, Clement Y. K. and Joseph M. Chan, eds., Press and Politics in Hong Kong –

Case Studies from 1967 to 1997 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies,
Chinese UP, 1999) 9–10.

2 Ibid. The population figures (N) for the respective years are based on age 9� projects. [sic]
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Table 2 Selected chronology of the 1967 disturbances1

Phase 1 Demonstrations and riots

6 May Police arrest 21 men at Hong Kong Artificial Flower Works in San Po
Kong owned by Hong Kong businessman, Li Ka-shing.

11 May Pickets threaten to break into the factory and clash with police. Riots
break out.

11–13 May Rioting in Kowloon. Buses set alight; government offices looted.
14 May Order restored.
15 May Statement from Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Beijing demanding an

end to violence allegedly started by the police and British colonial
authorities.

22 May Attempts to demonstrate outside Hong Kong Government House
thwarted by police. Clashes between police and demonstrators in
Garden Road, Central.

1 June Emergency regulations introduced forbidding the display of wall posters.

Phase 2 Work stoppages, economic disruption and further violence

June Transport services disrupted. Intermittent strikes. Police break into
government electrical and mechanical workshops and the Kowloon
depot of the Hong Kong and China Gas Company. Five hundred
people arrested.

23 June Police break into Hong Kong Rubber and Plastic Workers Union.
Fifty-three arrested, three die.

24 June Call for a general strike.
24 June Attack on the police station at Sha Tau Kok.
July Drought. No response to request for additional water supplies from China.
28 June–4 July Food strike; attempts to disrupt food supplies from China.
8 July Second attack on police station at Sha Tau Kok. Five policemen killed,

11 wounded.
9–12 July Further urban demonstrations.
12 July Police take offensive action against communists, raiding premises,

seizing weapons and detaining suspects.
15 July Boycott of the port announced.
24 July–15 Sept. No freight service between China and Hong Kong.

Phase 3 Bomb attacks

August Random bomb attacks including those in a large shopping centre, a
police station, harbour ferries, a tram and the Salvation Army.

August Rumoured assassination list of well-known Hong Kong senior officials
and celebrities, particularly anti-communists.

22 Aug. Office of British Chargé d’Affaires in Beijing sacked in reprisal for the
arrest of Xinhua News Agency reporters and action against communist
newspapers.

24 Aug. Radio commentator, Lam Bun, and his cousin burned to death.
30 Oct.–5 Nov. Increase in bomb attacks in an attempt to disrupt Hong Kong Week, a

promotional display of the territory’s products.
Aug.–Dec. Random bomb attacks. Fifteen killed. A total of 8,074 suspected

bombs were found, of which 1,167 were genuine bombs.

Note
1 Adopted from Ian Scott (1989) 98–99 and press coverage at the time. Also see Hong Kong 1967

(Hong Kong Government Printer, 1968); John Cooper, Colony in Conflict: The Hong Kong Dis-
turbances, May 1967–Jan. 1968 (Hong Kong: Swindon, 1970).
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Table 3 The case of Xi Yang – a time line1

27.9.1993 Xi Yang is detained by the Beijing authorities.
7.10.1993 Chinese official arrest of Xi Yang.
28.3.1994 Xi Yang is tried behind closed doors for security reasons for the

alleged crime of ‘spying and stealing of state secrets’. The verdict is
based on Xi’s series of news reports on the possible increase of interest
rates and a rumour about Chinese gold sales that was published in the
Ming Pao Daily News. Xi’s sister receives a phone call, apparently
from the Beijing court, telling her the verdict.

1.4.1994 News of Xi Yang’s conviction and 12-year sentence is published in
Hong Kong.

4.4. 1994 News of Xi’s sentence is confirmed by the Federation of All China
Journalists, but not through any legal or formal channels.

5.4.1994 Over 100 journalists take to the streets to protest against China’s
heavy-handed sentence of Xi Yang.

9.4.1994 Instead of playing the role of reporter, over 150 journalists take to the
streets protesting against China’s sentence on Xi.
Ming Pao Daily News staff finish a 72-hour relay hunger strike.

9.4.1994 An open letter signed by more than 1,000 journalists is published in
mainstream newspapers in protest at Chinese repression of Xi Yang.

8.4.1994 Chinese News Services prints a rebuke aimed at Hong Kong reaction to
the Xi case.

11.4.1994 Official version of trial published by Xinhua (New China) News
Agency.

15.4.1994 Appeal court upholds earlier verdict on Xi Yang.
15.4.1994 Second demonstration and protest by journalists includes Ming Pao

Daily News’ staff and party representatives across political boundaries
in Hong Kong.

15.4.1994 Chinese Central Television (CCTV) footage shows Xi Yang and Tian
Ye, an official of the Bank of China who is alleged to have given state
secrets to Xi, appearing in court. Tian Ye, Xi’s co-defendant, does not
appeal.

16.4.1994 Ming Pao Daily News prints a 20-Chinese character editorial: ‘Salute
to our reporter Xi Yang; in the wake of Chinese oppression we might
as well throw our pens away to protest against the Chinese judicial
system.’ This is a serious condemnatory gesture against Chinese
coercion.

17.4.1994 Two-thousand people march to campaign for Xi Yang’s early release.
30.4.1994 More than 100 reporters on the China beat2 issue an open statement: 1.

expressing their anger over Xi’s case; 2. saying that from that day until
the end of May, this group of reporters will boycott China-subsidised
trips for publicity and promotional purposes.

11.5.1994 The Hong Kong Legislative Council passes a motion urging China to
release Xi Yang and protect Hong Kong’s press freedom.

25.1.1997 Xi Yang released on parole. He came back to Hong Kong, and then
emigrated to Canada.

Notes
1 Contemporary news reports and Ming Pao Daily News’ staff writer (1997).
2 China took revenge on this group of reporters a few months later. The Chinese authorities refused

permission for them to cover a serious accident in Hangzhou.
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Table 4.1 Representation of interviewees within news organisations

Ranking Numbers Rejection Reporters/ Senior news 
editors/ executives and
columnist proprietors

Senior reporter/columnist/ 6 – 6 –
editorial writer

News editor 10 – 10 –
Deputy editor/chief editor 15 – – 15
Proprietor/publisher 6 1 – 6
Senior news executive 3 – – 3

(including a chief executive 
officer and a manager)

Broadcasting producer, broadcaster 11 – – 11
Professor/lecturer in journalism 5 – 5 5

and media and communications 
who are also columnists

Total – 1 21 40

Grand total 56 – – –

Table 4.2 Representation of interviewees across news organisations

Organisation name Number of *Newspaper/ Broadcasting Total
interviewees magazine

Hong Kong Economic Journal 4 4 – –
Ming Pao Daily News 2 2 – –
Oriental Daily News 2 2 – –
South China Morning Post 7 7 – –
Apple Daily/Next Magazine 7 7 – –
Sing Tao Daily News 6 6 – –
Hong Kong Economic Times 3 3 – –
Wen Wei Po/Ta Kung Pao/Xinhua 3 3 – –
Metro Broadcast 2 – 2 –
Radio TV Hong Kong 7 – 7 –
TV Broadcast 3 – 3 –
Asia TV 1 – 1 –
Wharf Cable TV 1 – 1 –
Commercial Radio 1 – 1 –
Free Radio Asia 1 – 1 –
Open Magazine 1 1 – –
Others (academic columnists) 5 5 – –

Total 40 16 56

Notes
* Many of the interviewees have worked for more than one media organisation, so they were able to

provide information not only about their current employer, but also about their previous employ-
ers, which in many ways served as a means of cross-checking material.
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Table 4.3 Full list of 56 interviewees’ names, positions, news organisations and inter-
view details

Bale, Cliff. Chief editor, former political editor, Radio Television Hong Kong (Radio,
English channel) (RTHK). Former chairperson, Hong Kong Journalists Association
(HKJA). Conversation, 2000, 2001 and 2003, London; Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Chan, Ida. Executive Producer. Wharf Cable. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Chan, Yiu-wah. Head, Radio 2, RTHK. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong. Conversation,

2003, London.
Cheng, Albert. Broadcaster, Commercial Radio; publisher. Interview, Sept. and Oct.

2002, Hong Kong. Conversation, 2004, London.
Cheng, May. Legal adviser, Apple Daily; former senior reporter, Asia TV (ATV), TV

Broadcast (TVB). Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Cheung, Paul. Former news controller, Metro Broadcast. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Chiu, Hsiang-Chung. Retired chief editor, Hong Kong Economic Journal 1998–2002;

former chief editor/producer, the BBC World Service (Chinese). Conversation, 2000,
2003 and 2004, London. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Forsythe, William. Former news editor, Asia TV. Written communication, 2003.
Gittings, Danny. Deputy editor, opinion page, Asian Wall Street Journal (AWSJ). Former

deputy editor, South China Morning Post. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Ho, Andy. Columnist, Sing Tao Daily News; former news editor, SCMP and Standard.

Interview, 2002.
Ho, King-Man. Washington D.C. Correspondent, former London correspondent, Radio

Free Asia. Conversation, 2003, London.
Ho, Man-Hong. Publisher, Sun; former news editor, Oriental Daily News. Interview,

2002, Hong Kong.
Ip Yat-kin. Publisher, Apple Daily, Taiwan and Hong Kong. Former news editor,

Oriental Daily News. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Jin, Zhong. Publisher, proprietor and chief editor, Open Monthly Magazine. Written

communication, 2003, 2004.
Kam, Yiu-Yu. Former chief editor, Hong Kong Wen Wei Po. Conversation and written

communication, 1997 and 1998, Hong Kong and Los Angeles, USA.
Kwan, Bo-Shu. News editor, Oriental Daily News. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Kwan, Daniel. Deputy China editor, South China Morning Post. Interview, 2002, Hong

Kong.
Ma, Eric. Columnist, Ming Pao Daily News. Associate Professor, School of Media and

Communication, Hong Kong Chinese University. Conversation, 2002, Hong Kong.
Manuel, Gren. Editor (European news), Dow Jones (London). Former senior reporter,

AWSJ (Hong Kong); former senior reporter, SCMP. Interview, 2001. Conversation,
2002, 2003, London.

Morarity, Frances. Senior Reporter, RTHK (Radio). Executive Committee member,
Foreign Correspondents’ Club, Hong Kong. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Ng, Ming-Lam. Presenter, Metro Broadcast. Founding producer and presenter, City
Forum and other public affairs programmes, RTHK. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Nip, Joyce. Assistant Professor, School of Journalism, Hong Kong Baptist University.
Former reporter, Sunday Morning Post. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Lai, Ting-yiu. Publisher, East Weekly Magazine. Former news editor, Sing Tao Daily
News. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Lam, Hang-Chi. Publisher, proprietor and columnist, Hong Kong Economic Journal.
Written communication, 2002 and 2003.

Lam, Man-chung. News editor, Sing Tao Daily News; former senior reporter, Ming Pao
Daily News and Hong Kong Economic Times. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

continued
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Table 4.3 Continued

Lam, Willy. Senior China analyst, CNN; former associate editor, China editor, SCMP.
Interview, 2002, Hong Kong. Conversation 2001, 2003, London.

Lau, Kevin. Deputy editor, Ming Pao Daily News. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Law, Ambrose. Chief news producer, TVB (Satellite), London; Former news editor, Sing

Tao Daily News (European edition). Former producer, Public Affairs, Wharf Cable TV.
Conversation, 2003, 2004, London.

Lee, Chin-Chuan. Contributor, Hong Kong Economic Journal; China Times (Taiwan);
Professor, University of Minnesota. Head, Department of English and Communication,
Hong Kong City University. Conversation, 2002, Hong Kong.

Lee, Tina. Executive producer, Education and Documentary, RTHK (TV). Interview and
conversation, 2002, London.

Leung, Grace. Lecturer, Hong Kong Chinese University, columnist, Hong Kong
Economic Journal. Conversation, 2002, Hong Kong.

Leung, Heung-nam. Deputy Editor, Ming Pao Daily News. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Leung, Theresa. Former editor, Culture section, Hong Kong Economic Journal.

Telephone Conversation, 2002, 2003, London.
Li, Daisy. Editor, Taiwan Apple Daily. Former chief editor, Apple Daily web. Former

news editor, Ming Pao Daily News. Former chairperson, Hong Kong Journalists
Association. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Lin, Diana. Producer, Public Affairs, TVB (Pearl Channel). Conversation, 2002, Hong
Kong.

Liu, Kin-Ming. Managing editor, Opinion-editorial page; Director, Public Affairs
Department, Apple Daily. Former manager, Apple Daily. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Lo, Chan. News controller, TVB. Founding publisher, Apple Daily. Interview, 2002,
Hong Kong.

Lo, Fu. Former Deputy editor, Ta Kung Pao. Former chief editor, the now defunct New
Evening Post. Interview, 1997 and 2002, Hong Kong.

Lo, Wing-Hung. Chief executive officer, Global China (holding company of Sing Tao
Daily News). Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Shum, Yee-Lan. News editor, Hong Kong Economic Times. Former news editor, Apple
Daily. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Siu, Sai-Wo. Chief editor, Singtao Daily News. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Sze, Forever. Spokesman, RTHK. Former executive producer, Public Affairs, RTHK

(TV). Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Sze, Li-Yee. Deputy editor, Hong Kong Economic Journal. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Szeto, Keung. Retired senior official, Xinhua News Agency. Interview, 1997 and 2002,

Hong Kong.
Tai, Kin-man. Spokesperson, Director of Education, RTHK. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Tsui, Pui-ying. News editor, TVB. Former news editor, ATV, Commercial Radio.

Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Tung, Chiao. Publisher, Apple Daily. Former chief editor, Ming Pao Daily News.

Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Warmington, Charlie. Editor, London Times; former editor, SCMP. Written

communication, 2003.
Wong, Hon-kun. Deputy political editor, Apple Daily. Former deputy China editor, Ming

Pao Daily News. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.
Wong, Kan-tai. Senior reporter, Sing Tao Daily News (European edition). Former

photographer, Yazhou Zhouhan, Wen Wei Po. Conversation 2002 and 2003, London.
To, Yiu-Ming. Columnist, Ming Pao Daily News. Assistant Professor, School of

Journalism, Hong Kong Baptist University. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong. Conversation
and written communication, 2000, 2001, 2003.
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Table 4.3 Continued

Tse, Ming-Chong. Former photo editor, Next Magazine. Interview and conversation
2003, London.

Yau, Shing-Mu. Deputy editor, Hong Kong Economic Times. Former political editor,
Hong Kong Standard. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Yeung, Chris. Editor-at-large, former political editor, SCMP. Interview, 2002, Hong
Kong. Written communication 2003.

Yuen, Tai-Ho. Former Chairperson, RTHK Trade Union. Retired senior reporter, RTHK
(Radio). Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Zhou, Song-Ming. Former editorial writer, opinion-page editor, Hong Kong Economic
Times, Ming Pao Daily News. Interview, 2002, Hong Kong.

Table 5.1 Twelve Hong Kong mainstream newspapers1

Journal number Title Registered date Launch date

,31 Ta Kung Pao 4 Aug. 1951 13 Aug. 1938
,33 Wen Wei Po 11 Sept. 1951 9 Sept. 1948
,35 Sing Pao Daily News 12 Sept. 1951 1 May 1939
,38 Hong Kong Commercial Daily 18 Sept. 1951 20 May 1952
,78 Sing Tao Daily News 11 May 1951 1 Aug. 1938

,289 Ming Pao Daily News 5 March 1959 20 May 1959
,297 Hong Kong Daily News 23 Sept. 1959 5 Oct. 1959
,318 Tin Tin Daily News 10 Oct. 1960 1 Nov. 1960
,486 Oriental Daily News 21 Jan. 1969 22 Jan. 1969
,685 Hong Kong Economic Journal 7 June 1973 3 July 1973

1,893 Hong Kong Economic Times 20 Nov. 1987 26 Jan. 1988
2,911 Apple Daily 27 Jan. 1995 20 June 1995

Note
1 Adopted from Li Kuk-Shing, A comment on the Press of Hong Kong: 220.
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Table 5.2 Thirty-two Hong Kong political journals between the 1950s and the 1970s1

Title Frequency of Launch year Closure year
publication

Motherland Monthly/ 1953 1972
weekly

Zhonghua Yue Bao Monthly 1973 Published in Dec. 1975
Shidai Piping Weekly 1938 Unknown
Zhanwang Monthly/ 1958 1983

bi-weekly
Zhong guo Pinglun Weekly 1962 Published in 1969
Minzhu Pinglun Bi-weekly 1950 Unknown
Xin She Hui Monthly 1953 Unknown
Xian Dai Monthly 1965 1968
Ming Pao Monthly Monthly 1966 Continue to publish
Ren Wu yu Xi Xiang Monthly 1967 Published in 1972
The Intellectual Monthly/ 1968 Published in 1972

bi-weekly
Pangu Monthly 1967 Published in 1977
Nan Bei Ji Monthly/ 1971 1997(?) [sic]

weekly
The Seventies (later renamed Monthly 1970 1998

The Nineties)
The 70s (not related to Bi-weekly 1970 Published in 1978

‘The Seventies’)
October Critique Monthly 1974 Still being published
Zhan Xun Irregular 1975 Published in 1980
Leftists’ new idea Monthly 1974 Published in 1976
Xinmiao Unknown Unknown Unknown
Ye Chao Irregular 1971 1977 (merged with the 

Yellow River)
Yellow River Irregular 1976 1979
Beidou Monthly 1977 1978
Wide Angle Monthly 1972 Still being published
West-East Wind Monthly 1972 1973(?) [sic]
South-East Wind Monthly 1974 Published in 1975
New Observer Monthly 1977 1978(?) [sic]
Observer Monthly 1977 1981
Zhangming Monthly Nov. 1977 Still being published
Dongxiang Monthly 1987(?) Closed but re-launched
Mirror Monthly 1977 Still being published
West and East Monthly 1979 1981(?) [sic]
The Chinese Monthly 1979 1981(?) [sic]

Note
1 Li Kuk-Shing, A Comment on the Press of Hong Kong: 250–251.
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Table 5.3 Six main evening dailies shut down since the 1980s1

Title Launch year Closure year

Kung Sheung Evening Post 1930 1984
Hong Kong Standard Evening Post 1986 1987
Wah Kiu Evening Post 1946 1988
Ming Pao Evening News 1969 1988
Sing Tao Evening News 1938 1996
New Evening Post 1950 1997

Note
1 Li Kuk-Shing, A Comment on the Press of Hong Kong: 321.

Table 5.4 Daily newspapers shut down since 1980s1

Title Launch year Closure year

Kung Sheung Daily News 1925 1984
Hong Kong Times 1949 1993
Hong Kong Today 1993 1994
Wah Kiu Yat Pao 1925 1995
TV Daily News 1968 1995
Ching Pao 1956 1991
Hong Kong United Daily 1992 1995
Express News 1993 1995 (28 Oct. 1996 relaunched, 

16 Mar. 1998 closed)
Eastern Express (English) 1994 1996
Wah Nam Financial News 1993 1996
Hong Kong Standard (English) 1949 2000

Note
1 Li Kuk-Shing, A Comment on the Press of Hong Kong: 322.

Table 5.5 Periodical Titles Shut Down in the 1990s1

Title Closure year

8 Weekly 1998
The Nineties 1998
‘Special’ Weekly 1998
Youth Bi-weekly 1997
City Weekly 1997
Hong Kong’s Window 1996
Ching Sun Weekly 1996
China Times Weekly 1996
Hong Kong TV Weekly 1995

Note
1 Li Kuk-Shing, A Comment on the Press of Hong Kong: 323.
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