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Workers come together in trade unions largely for the purpose of acting in concert to protect
and advance their pay, job security and other occupational interests in the workplace. Such an
‘industrial consciousness’ about common job interests shared by the employees is hence often
narrow in scope, being localised and economical and sectional in nature. It is sustained by a
shared perception of conflicting interests vis-à-vis the employer or management. However,
trade unions often also subscribe to a philosophy or spirit of association that is ideological or
quasi-ideological – betraying, characteristically, a vision of their social mission and yearning
for the realisation of ‘working class’ solidarity with other unions (Flanders 1969). As such, a
labour movement can be recognised, in addition to its industrial agenda of seeking better
payment and employment conditions directly from the employers, by its political orientation
and philosophy and, in turn, its participation in political activities. In other words, it is not
unusual for trade unions to behave politically, in spite of their supposedly intrinsic character as
the employees’ representative organisations or agencies to defend and better the latter’s
occupational interests.

This chapter attempts to look at the changing posture of trade unions in Hong Kong as this
society went through a hectic pace of transition during the last two and a half decades. During
this period, Hong Kong was ushered through a dualistic experience almost unique and hardly
paralleled by its counterparts in Eastern Asia. The first was its ‘de-colonisation’ process,
compressed within a horizon of a 13-year span prescribed by the Sino-British Joint
Declaration of 1985, which mandated the reversion of Hong Kong back to China in 1997. The
second were China’s landmark ‘post-socialist’ reforms to evolve into an economy of ‘market
socialism’, a process for which Hong Kong has been both a conduit as well as a beneficiary.

As a sequel to the above experiences, there has been a considerable amount of fluidity in
Hong Kong’s society arising not only from the increased mobility of labour and capital but also
the creation of new institutions and re-structuring of existing ones. An example of these
institutional changes is the trade union system. Organised labour had been fading for almost
three decades in post-war Hong Kong. However, the momentous impetus of the political
transition before the 1997 ‘dateline’, plus the re-structuring of Hong Kong’s economy and
industry because of the new ‘paradigm’ created by China’s marketisation reforms have
precipitated far-reaching changes in the structure, power base, strategy and policies among
Hong Kong’s labour unions and their movement.

In this context, Hong Kong trade unions and labour organisations are penetrating the
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neighbourhood community, outside the conventional ‘industrial jurisdiction’ of these workers’
combinations. Such propensities are manifested in the electoral activities that are performed
with growing density by Hong Kong’s trade unions as de facto ‘labour parties’ at the
grassroots level in various districts and local communities.

Therefore, a thesis to canvass and explore here is the postulation that Hong Kong’s
organised labour is becoming a kind of ‘third sector organisation’. Such a notion has been
adopted by writers like Giddens (1998, 2000) to describe those emerging agencies and
institutions, located outside the public and private sectors, for social leverage against
deprivations of the under-privileged and excluded from the ‘mainstream’ in modern societies.

The outline of the chapter is as follows: first, we will sketch the postwar development of
Hong Kong’s labour unions through the 1980s as the background. Then we move on to a
discussion of the developments of the labour movement in the transition period towards the
1997 dateline, highlighting the challenges and limitations faced. This is followed by an
exploration into the future prospects of Hong Kong’s trade unions, drawing on the ‘Third Way’
theory put forward by Giddens (1998, 2000).

Historical Background: A Longitudinal Profile of Post-War Unionism in Hong Kong

In retrospect, it has been suggested that Hong Kong’s labour unions have evolved largely from
a background which fashioned their character as, by and large, a pervasively ‘political’
movement of the working class. Political and ideological aspirations of organised labour in
Hong Kong were essentially a ‘spill-over’ from the vanguard militancy of the ‘revolutionary’
worker-cum-student movement in pre-war China. Labour unions in Hong Kong owe to such a
pre-war background their historical image as collectivities enmeshed in Chinese politics. They
were concerned accordingly more with ideological rhetoric, fraternal mutual benefits and
acting as the quasi mass organs for the rival Nationalist and Communist parties after their
formal split as China’s governing elite in 1926. The rupturing of the relationship between the
left and right wings of the Chinese labour movement followed, coinciding with the collapse of
the ‘landmark’ Hong Kong-Canton General Strike and Boycott in the same year (Ng 1985:
419).

A Political Impasse of Ideological Split: 1950s to Mid-1970s

A pervasive theme of its ‘politicisation’ persisted within the Hong Kong labour movement
after the Second World War. In the wake of the resumed civil war in mainland China and its
liberation in 1949, the Hong Kong union movement was politically divided into polarised
blocs between the pro-China and pro-Taiwan sectors. This dualism in the labour movement
consolidated when the two politically opposite trade union centres, the left-wing Hong Kong
Federation of Trade Unions (FTU) – then known as the Hong Kong and Kowloon Federation of
Trade Unions – and the right-wing Hong Kong and Kowloon Trades Union Council (TUC)
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were both created in the same ‘watershed’ year of 1949. Ironically, both adversaries, the TUC
and the FTU, all opted to register as non-union ‘friendly societies’ under the Societies
Ordinance. They did not challenge the restrictive provision in the newly introduced Trade
Union Registration Ordinance of 1948 which, technically, prevented them from registration as
official trade union centres.1

During the 1950s and 1960s, this vanguard labour movement retreated visibly to an
industrially non-militant stance.2 Behaving more as industrially based ‘friendly societies’ or
craft-based fraternities, most of these labour unions, as either FTU or TUC affiliates,
‘delivered the much needed mutual aid benefits and other supplementary provisions to their
veteran members constantly threatened by the insecurities of unemployment and low pay’
(Lethbridge & Ng 1995: 76).

Such a union strategy was probably rational during this period when refugees flooded the
Hong Kong labour market. Given the paucity of social wages (like public housing, medical
care, schooling and social security public assistance) available from a government of much
less sophistication than today, many of the socially dislocated and marginalised refugee
workers on causal hire in transient jobs had to look to private associations, like the unions or
clan associations and other voluntary charity agencies, for income supplements, dormitories,
clinics, education classes and other welfare benefits.

Another feature of the labour movement in this period was the proliferation of unions
emerging along lines of politico-ideological cleavages. It was a commonplace picture of
dualistic unionism, featuring the FTU (and its affiliates) and its right-wing rival, the TUC (and
its affiliates), in almost every one of the major industries, occupations and trades which they
organised. This polarisation occasionally extended to the workplace level as rival union
branches in the large-scale enterprises like the transport, power and other public utility
corporations. Given such an impasse of inter-union contest for enlisting membership and
organisational influence along the ‘left-right’ political divide, it was clear that the relative
resourcefulness of these worker fraternities became an integral aspect of their emulative and
competitive strategy. In this connection, the union’s mutual aid and benefit provisions were
instrumental in cementing the loyalty and ideological commitment of the rank-and-file
members. Hong Kong’s unions functioned, as consistent with the model of socialist unionism
which places priority upon the party-labour movement link, like a transmission belt in fostering
the political organisation of the labouring mass (Lethbridge & Ng 1995: 76).

At the same time, Hong Kong as a labour-surplus economy was striving to industrialise and
restructure itself into a manufacturing base from its pre-war entrepôt commercial background.
Hong Kong and its labour market were hardly conducive, at least in terms of a working-class
consciousness (a consciousness antagonistic to capital and foreigners, as was conspicuous
behind the militant waves of workers’ solidarity of the 1920s), to the brewing of any
recalcitrant labour unrest and agitation. When the manual labour market was flooded with
refugees, these arrivals were understandably politically neurotic and averted any overt
expression of collective action against the authority and employers.

When Hong Kong moved from the 1970s into the 1980s, the labour movement was also
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purged of its initial ‘radical’ character inherited from its pre-war activism in the 1920s.
Politically obsessed with the left wing-right wing rivalry, organised labour was emasculated
as an industrial combination and became an inarticulate veteran movement. Its voice was
hardly audible in public policy formulation, especially given the FTU bloc’s boycott of
participating in any officially appointed consultative organs. The FTU’s policy of staying away
from any membership of government-sponsored boards and committees, touched off by the
1967 civil upheavals, persisted doctrinally until the late 1970s. The boycott was rescinded by
the FTU following the ‘opening up’ of China to the outside world. Symptomatic of an ageing
and passivity syndrome afflicting the labour movement, the level of unionisation subsided to a
historical ebb of less than 16 per cent of the salaried and waged labour force in the territory in
the mid-1980s (Lethbridge & Ng 1995: 78).

A ‘New Deal’ of De-politicisation: Mid-1970s to Mid-1980s

However, the politically dichotomised ‘mainstream’ labour movement began to emerge from
the doldrums of its industrial inactivity and feebleness of the 1970s by starting its creeping
renewal process of reforms and modernisation. Reforms were ushered in when the movement
was afflicted increasingly by the unions’ internal problem of organisational stagnation
(England & Rear 1975; Turner et al. 1981), as well as the challenges stemming from a younger,
more inquisitive and better educated labour force – let alone the crystallisation of competition
poised by an articulate fringe of non-union labour pressure groups spearheaded by a Christian
group, the Christian Industrial Committee. Also compounding this arena of organised labour
was the rise of an alternative ‘white-collar’ union movement. The latter was based locally
upon the civil service and epitomised a non-political (or at least, politically neutral) image of
concentrating its involvement in pay, pay differentials, conditions of service and collective
bargaining with the government as a bureaucratic employer over sectional grade-specific
interests. At the same time, these labour unions were also eclipsed by the ‘usurping’ effects of
a reformist programme of labour legislation pursued by an increasingly technocratic civil
administration which sought to decolonise its image and role, both local and externally. This
coincided with a period of enlightened governorship beginning with Sir Murray Maclehose.
He steered and ushered Hong Kong along the path of modernisation and industrial advancement
into an affluent and civil society which witnesses today, inter alia, the upgrading and
safeguarding of the working life standards of the labouring mass.

The modernisation of China since the early 1980s has also induced and inspired these
veteran unions to rescind gradually their former obsession with ideological rhetoric and
embark, instead, upon a renewal strategy to pragmatise and depoliticise their union
programmes. These union initiatives to innovate began to emerge around the mid-1970s and to
crystallise in the mid-1980s, and are documented briefly as follows.

As Service Organisations
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Of benchmarking importance on the unions’ renewal agenda have been their moves to
modernise the provision of membership benefits, recasting their nature from the supply of
philanthropic wage supplements to those which would appeal better to the average wage-
earner as both a privatised affluent consumer and a receptive young worker yearning for after-
work education and association activities. In this connection, the FTU and its large affiliates,
which were relatively resourceful in providing space within their premises, emerged as one of
the best known agencies organising the private equivalents to the university fixtures of extra-
mural educational activities. Concomitantly, many of the bigger labour unions, whether
affiliated to the FTU, TUC or ‘independent’ bodies such as the civil service staff unions, have
stepped up their co-operative enterprises by providing their members with retail outlets
dealing in a variety of popular merchandise items at concessionary prices, often extended to
include catering and travel agency services, and even credit card facilities. Other popular
services/amenities addressing membership’s leisure pastime activities covered, inter alia,
sponsoring recreational activities, sports and outings, as well as organising, as mentioned
above, extra-mural programmes or a variety of adult education and vocational skill training. In
this connection, it has been commonplace for the leading trade union centres to institute each
worker education centre as an annex to the union administrative bureaucracy.

As Workers’ Representative Organ

The second measure widely adopted by the unions for attracting and consolidating the
membership has been their conspicuous assumption of a more vocal spokesperson’s role in
representing the occupational interests of the workers whom they organise. At the micro level
of the enterprise or industry, there were a number of attempts by different unions to regularise
their dialogue with individual employers, corporate or otherwise, in establishing or re-
establishing mutual links of union recognition for collective bargaining (Turner, Fosh & Ng
1991: 82-84; Lethbridge & Ng 1995:86). This was paralleled by an ascending propensity of
the unions to intervene in employees’ trade disputes and work stoppages – partly as a resource
to support the workers in dispute and partly in a conciliatory posture to reconcile their
differences with employers.

In addition, the labour unions have also become one of the most vocal and audible pressure
groups in society articulating the ‘grassroots’ interests of the labouring masses. Where
pluralistic sectional interests proliferate and prevail in Hong Kong, such a quasi ‘transmission-
belt’ role would probably be strategic in a modern non-authoritarian society in order to help a
basically appointed colonial administration to keep monitoring the pulse of the social
beneficiaries’ (i.e. the grass-roots citizens) expectations and needs in public policy
formulation. Following the uplift of its freeze on dialogue with the Hong Kong government in
the late 1970s, the FTU and its affiliates, as well as other unions outside the FTU ambit,
became involved in an increasing number of government-appointed or officially sponsored
consultative bodies – such as the Labour Advisory Board, the Vocational Training Council, the
Industrial and Occupational Safety Council and, more recently, the Employee Retraining

8H=C E H ? ?GM CG . CG G 2HGA 4HGA 9 ? 0PI G CHG H KHM? M 8I =? ? CM? Q 4 G 0GA 4  ? K=? G 1CEE? 1 C ? P - M?K :GC ?K CMQ K? KH7 ? M
0 HHD .?GMK E MMI ? HHD=?GMK E IKH ? M =H EC GHMMCGA ?M CE =MCHG, H= /

.K? M? KH GHMMCGA HG   

.
HI

QK
CA

M
-

M?
K

:
GC

?K
CMQ

K?
-

EE
KCA

M
K?

?K
?



Board. Besides acting in such a rudimentary ‘ministerial’ role, the modernised unions were
less restrained in recourse to streetcorner social actions in protest against alleged acts of
social injustice. Hence, by way of petitioning, public assembly, demonstration, or staging
industrial actions, these unions have on various occasions presented a salient pressure on the
government over controversial labour policy decisions (such as on labour importation and
other official actions of labour market intervention) and lobbied for favourable legislative
motions in order to protect and advance the workers’ cause (Lethbridge & Ng 1995: 77).

Paradoxically, what has emerged from these unions’ policy readjustments and
organisational restructuring in the early and mid-1980s was a syndrome of a dualistic process
of ‘depoliticisation’ and ‘politicisation’ in the labour unions’ public posture and activities.
Against the background shifts in the political economy of China, as well as the uncertainties
looming over Hong Kong’s future political status after 1997, Hong Kong’s unions have visibly
depoliticised since the mid-1980s by engaging themselves less and less in ideological
polemics over the mainland-Taiwan tussle. However, they have in parallel become more and
more enmeshed in the internal public administration and domestic politics of the territory.
Compounding such a shifting terrain of unions’ retreat-cum-advances in the political arena, a
salient impetus was given by the democratic reforms sponsored by the government since the
beginning of the 1980s – initiated partly to erect an institution of representative government
and partly to position the territory for its political transition towards 1997. ‘As a by-product of
these electoral reforms, trade unions were provided with an avenue and enhanced access to
political power, being enshrined in the “estate of the realm” when designated as members of
one of the earliest functional constituencies’ (Lethbridge & Ng 1995: 77). Unions in Hong
Kong were reshaped to assume a new mission which has persisted until today.

Labour Unions as the Beneficiary of the Political Transition for the 1997 Dateline

The electoral reforms sponsored by the government, while enhancing the public image and
political influence of organised labour, have unwittingly precipitated and provoked a second
and renewed ‘wave’ of political contests and tussles, splitting again the labour movement and
emasculating its ‘solidarity’. This time, the movement drifted back to a fragmented state of
multi-unionism, now centred upon the polarised stance between the veteran pro-China FTU,
and the newly constituted, yet popular, third trade union centre allied (yet void of a formal
partnership) to the Democratic Party, the Hong Kong Confederation of Trade Unions (CTU).
Conditioned by the political impasse in which the territory was trapped before the handover
and hastily encouraged by the Hong Kong government in a ‘zealous’ endeavour to democratise
drastically the administrative and legislative institutions in Hong Kong3, the local union
movement seemed to have behaved in such a staggering way as to waive increasingly its
intrinsic ‘core’ character as the representative body of organising and articulating workers’
industrial interests. Instead, it now becomes trapped in the impasse of a highly politicised
tussle between the FTU and CTU, as these two union centres, in this second ‘wave’ of
politicisation, evolved into a pair of embattled adversaries and contestants for i) political
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influence in the legislature, and ii) leadership as the standard-bearer of the working-class
interests of the labouring masses.

Ironically, the contradiction arising from the escalation to a new ‘estate of realm’ in the
political domain of the labour unions, thanks to their newly gained electoral-based popular
power, has been the eclipse of the labour movement as a bonafide industrial organisation
representing the genuine occupational interests of the working class. ‘What claims precedence
on the union’s platform ceases to be the commitment to “deliver the goods” wanted by their
membership, but instead becomes the question of how best to appeal to the votes…’ (Ng 1986:
284)

An analogy can be drawn, at least implicitly, between the British situation a century ago
and the Hong Kong picture today. In the former case, ‘an awareness of the incompatibility
between industrial and political goals helps to explain the decision of the British Trades Union
Congress to sponsor, around the turn of the century, the creation of a separate Labour Party’
(Ng 1986: 285). Now in the Hong Kong context, it has become apparent as well that many of
these trade union politicians, as novice members of the governing elite, are increasingly
withdrawn from the normal labour union affairs, which the thesis of ‘union integration’
suggests, whether from the Marxist (Hyman 1971: 11-14) or non-Marxist perspective
(Galbraith 1972: Chapter 23 & 24).

The Tussle between Trade Union Centres: The Political Impasse of the 1950s Re-created?

A corollary to the hastened elevation of these vanguard labour unions and their leaders into the
rank of Hong Kong’s new echelon of the governing ‘nouveau riche’ has been the stalemate
sustained by the increased hostilities between the FTU and its new adversary, the CTU. The
latter has been a purportedly ‘independent’ body yet appearing essentially as a democratic,
anti-China and, curiously, a quasi-socialist (anti-capital) grassroots organisation of the
labouring masses. On the periphery of these two contesting trade union centres in the labour
movement existed a pluralistic fringe of lesser union federal bodies like i) the pro-Taiwan
TUC, which has withdrawn from the political arena largely because of its failure to find an
effective role in the post-1997 environment, and ii) the (nominally) neutral union groupings
such as the Federation of Hong Kong and Kowloon Labour Unions (FLU) and the federal-like
civil service general unions – the biggest of which is the Chinese Civil Servants Association
(the union with the largest membership in Hong Kong). See Table 10.1. A number of key
personalities in their leadership have successfully enshrined themselves as political activists,
with a sizable cohort of them being co-opted into the establishment as elected members of the
law-making Legislative Council.

On this contested terrain, both the FTU and the CTU have been evidently, up to the present,
the ‘core’ contenders for leadership and domination in the mainstream labour movement and
the exercise of the movement’s political influence on the governance of Hong Kong. The CTU’s
agenda is even more ambitious – not only to serve as the standard bearer of the alternative
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movement to the FTU ‘orthodoxy’ but also to usher upon the legislative infrastructure a number
of hastily assembled pro-labour legislative motions (like the 1997 law providing for collective
bargaining and consultation rights to trade unions at enterprises, which was later repealed by
the newly incumbent SAR government). These were parts of a professed endeavour by the
CTU to erect a ‘pro-active’ institutional system of ‘rule by law’ within Hong Kong. Besides,
the CTU has also been keen to nurture and consolidate a web of international hedging with
friendly overseas organisations in an attempt apparently to pre-empt any possible threats of
excessive intervention and coercive control by the PRC on trade union freedom and rights of
association in Hong Kong after 1997.

Table 10.1 Declared Membership of Major (Employee) Trade Union Centres in Hong Kong, 1997, 2000, 2003, and
2006

Source: Annual Statistical Report, Registry of Trade Unions, Labour Department, Hong Kong SAR Government, various issues.
Notes: (1) CTU, Hong Kong Confederation of Trade Unions; FLU, Federation of Hong Kong and Kowloon Labour Unions;
FTU, Hong Kong Federation of Trade Unions; TUC, Hong Kong and Kowloon Trades Union Council.

(2) According to the records of the Registry of Trade Unions, some employee unions were
affiliated to more than one trade union centre between the years of 1997-2006.

Virtually, what has emerged from the CTU’s inflated political power as a sequel to the
heavy dosage of government-sponsored democratic reforms before 1997 is a re-creation of the
post-1949 syndrome of ideological confrontation and internal split within the Hong Kong
labour movement.4 This time it is the FTU and the CTU (in place of the TUC) which have been
openly and unyieldingly engaged in a mutually emulative and ‘cut-throat’ campaign against
each other in eliciting popular votes from the labouring grassroots in successive episodes of
political elections.

The implications are at least two-fold for the labour movement. First, these two key union
centres have never collaborated closely with each other on any co-ordinated or harmonised
programme of organised labour’s activities but, instead, contested vigorously with each other
on parochial issues which would appear to appeal best to the voters’ nominal industrial
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interests and preferences.5 A patent example has been the controversy centred upon labour
importation in the 1990s. Understandably, given its close association with the PRC, the FTU
was locked in an embarrassing situation over this issue during the early and mid-1990s. It was
confronted with the political imperative of having to deny the admission of its mainland
compatriots to work in Hong Kong as migrant labour, due to the hostile local mood of the
labouring masses against the guest workers for depriving them of their job opportunities during
a lean period of high unemployment. To censure labour importation from the north was clearly
a perturbing source of policy contradiction for the FTU. The dilemma helps explain the FTU’s
reluctant militancy and lukewarm opposition to such a measure of labour market de-regulation
at the beginning. Second, the two sides of industry, the labour unions and the employers and
their associations have drifted into open hostilities on the debate of whether to continue or
limit and even halt the large-scale importation of guest workers from the mainland and
elsewhere. The rupturing of labour-management dialogue in the mid-1990s at the central level
of public policy consultation was apparently triggered off by this issue – trivial in nature given
the relatively small size of the population of imported workers involved (25,000 under the
General Labour Importation Scheme). The ‘divide’ between organised labour and management
on this issue became so wide on the eve of the 1997 handover that their mutual antagonism
seriously impeded the efficacy of the tripartite Labour Advisory Board.

The emasculated Labour Advisory Board has been further weakened by the usurping acts
of a number of vanguard politicians elected to the legislature under the trade unions’
sponsorship. Having now ascended to the echelon of political representatives in the
Legislative Council, these trade union leaders-cum-Legislative Councillors zealously guarded
their newly acquired legislative prerogative against the low-key yet workable mechanism of
tripartite labour policy consultation and formulation. Such tripartism has hitherto centred at the
level of the Labour Advisory Board where compromise and consensus have been, as a
normative practice, jointly negotiated with prudence between representatives of the two sides
of industry. As a sequel, the tradition of a steady labour legislation programme for bettering
workers’ protection and employment standards, established in the early 1970s under the
governorship of Maclehose, has been ruptured because of the aggrandising acts of the more
ambitious, newly elected union representatives in the Legislative Council. Anxious to push
forward a well-intentional yet ill-coordinated number of ‘progressive’ labour legislations, they
coerced a weak government to usher in, often in a premature and bizarre fashion, a series of
pro-labour private members’ bills to the Hong Kong legislature in anticipation of the handover.
And the Labour Advisory Board was often by-passed for consultation. Such activism of these
‘democratic’ unions led to the glutting of the labour arena with a voluminous and fragmented
mix of new and amended enactments and alienated the bulk of the local small and medium-
sized enterprises, forcing them to canvass the option of cross-border relocation away from
Hong Kong. It appears that the proliferation of fragmented pieces of new labour law has
unwittingly added to the territory’s unemployment agony, by inflating production costs and
inducing Hong Kong factories to migrate to mainland China where costs were much lower.
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Limitations of the Trade Unions as Industrial Organisations

In spite of their political ascendancy since the mid-1980s, there has been lack of any
noticeable advance of the unions in improving their workplace status. Trade unions have
remained feeble in penetrating the workplace by any structured shop steward arrangements.
And this feebleness has been attested by the persisting failure of their workplace organisations
to make any progress in negotiating for voluntary union recognition for collective bargaining by
the ‘lead’ private corporate employers (Turner, Fosh & Ng 1991:80-83, 100-102; Ng 1995:
214-215). Concomitantly, sporadic incidents of union militancy have appeared but invariably
collapsed, as illustrated vividly by the ‘landmark’ industrial episode which led to the
disintegration of the famous air stewardess strike waged against Cathay Pacific Airways in
1993. Union feebleness to levy defensive industrial action was also echoed, about a decade
later, by other examples of organised labour’s collective acquiescence, as witnessed by the
mass layoffs by Hong Kong Telecom (later taken over by and re-titled as Pacific Century
Cyberworks Ltd, PCCW) and its subsequent ‘down-sizing’ exercises, later emulated in other
leading cases of corporate re-organisation in the public utility and banking industries. These
industrial crises notwithstanding, such qualms about job security have not touched off any
militant acts of union protests and labour agitation.

De-industrialisation and Prospects for the Future

The industrial feebleness and docility of Hong Kong unions as documented earlier are
explicable to a large extent by the de-industrialisation-cum-recommercialisation process
which this society experienced during the last two and half decades as it evolved as a post-
industrial economy.

De-industrialisation: this attrition process occurred due to the migration of factories away
from Hong Kong in the 1990s. Paradoxically, this took place because of mainland China’s
industrial take-off. The PRC, in its reform euphoria since the mid-1980s, has liberalised
admission of foreign and overseas investment, provided a lucrative outlet for Hong Kong
capital with an expanded market, a supply of capital, and production goods. Hence it has
afforded this city economy with a lowcost ‘hinterland’ (of cheap land and labour) to which the
latter’s manufacturing activities could be decanted and relocated. The migration en masse of
Hong Kong-based factories across the border, pushed away by escalating production costs (of
land and labour prices), led to a dramatic ‘withering away’ of Hong Kong’s manufacturing
sector. Deindustrialisation has also drastically curtailed the size of Hong Kong’s industrial
employment, causing a sizable group of middle-aged and redundant blue-collar workers to live
away from their workplaces.

Concomitantly, Hong Kong has evolved to enshrine itself as a leading business and
financial centre of East Asia. Vested with an efficient infrastructural system of transportation,
telecommunications, and banking services, plus a stable government and convertible currency
regime, Hong Kong has been recycled swiftly back to its commercial role as an entrepôt,
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especially as the gateway to China. It used to serve for China in this capacity before the
Korean War embargo. Instead of concentrating on such traditional maritime industries as
shipbuilding and repairs, wharf and godown storage, and waterfront stevedoring as it did
before the war, Hong Kong has advanced and diversified its core tertiary activities into new
areas such as container port handling and trucking, air cargo transport, banking and
telecommunications.

The above economic processes have given rise to a two-fold implication which affected
the development of trade unionism in Hong Kong. First, there was a drain of the blue-collar
veteran members from the older and established trade unions as the size of the production
workers shrank rapidly because of de-industrialisation. Some unions, in particular those
belonging to the FTU and CTU blocs, responded with an enhanced endeavour to recruit white-
collar union members from the newer service occupations like those located within the finance
and banking sector. However, the industrial basis and the working class solidarity of the entire
labour movement were emasculated. Second, the factories became less and less tenable as the
workplace level for unions to liaise with and organise their members, largely as a sequel to
their en masse migration northwards across the border to the mainland. Indeed, the changing
configuration of the labour market due to the growth of atypical employment, flexi career, and
foreign migrant labour has made the workplace increasingly marginalised as the basis for the
trade unions to consolidate and cement their membership. In this context, it appears that Hong
Kong trade unions, in spite of their newly discovered political status and influence in the
domain of electoral politics, are exhausted increasingly in their industrial agendas as workers’
combinations are purged of an industrial basis because of the transient nature of the workplace
as a unit of work and employment for the labouring mass.

The advents of the East Asian financial crisis and the recession afterwards, ensued in 2003
by the epidemic and its depressant impact upon the Hong Kong economy, have exposed the
vulnerability of the labouring mass and the incapacity of the trade unions. The latter were
almost helpless and resourceless as workers’ defensive organisations to shield the Hong Kong
employees at risk from the vicissitudes of capital and predicaments of widespread job losses
and dislocation, when a retreating economy became trapped in ‘doldrums’. Down-sizing,
business closures, lay-offs and wage cuts, as well as the creeping growth of a recasualised
labour market (largely due to part-time and short-term contract hiring practised increasingly
among employing organisations) bred a new urban sub-class of the unemployed and low
waged peripheral workers. However, lacking an infrastructure of collective bargaining deals
with employers and their associations, Hong Kong trade unions were overtly powerless and
characteristically docile about these ‘offensives’ with the exception of sporadic industrial
militancy in the retail and aircraft engineering trades (Chan, Ng & Ho 2000: 88-91).

Ironically, such a union docility at workplace level organisation and the relative absence of
an entrenched collective bargaining tradition among enterprises have bred an element of
resilience actually enjoyed by these Hong Kong labour unions. This is because of a strategic
flexibility they apparently possessed, inasmuch as they were able to avert and by-pass the
thorny task of having had to defend and amend the legacy of what has always been viewed as

8H=C E H ? ?GM CG . CG G 2HGA 4HGA 9 ? 0PI G CHG H KHM? M 8I =? ? CM? Q 4 G 0GA 4  ? K=? G 1CEE? 1 C ? P - M?K :GC ?K CMQ K? KH7 ? M
0 HHD .?GMK E MMI ? HHD=?GMK E IKH ? M =H EC GHMMCGA ?M CE =MCHG, H= /

.K? M? KH GHMMCGA HG   

.
HI

QK
CA

M
-

M?
K

:
GC

?K
CMQ

K?
-

EE
KCA

M
K?

?K
?



the orthodox and sacrosanct function of western-styled business unionism, which was a role as
a collective bargaining agent. Indeed, such a reformist agenda, as how to rationalise and
restructure activities of collective bargaining so as to realign these with the new ‘paradigm’ of
a post-industrial economy and its business, has beset incessantly the labour movements in the
‘First World’ domain. And a focal point of this challenge has been the emasculation and decay
of collective bargaining (partly due to its endemic rigidities) and endeavours by organised
labour to salvage and re-vitalise such an eclipsed arrangement (Gindin 1998: 198-202).
However, given the global mood for ‘market fundamentalism’ and the state’s (and also
business’s) anxiety to de-regulate and rescind regulatory and restrictive institutions like
collective bargaining, the labour unions’ defence for this type of industrial and workplace
arrangement and practices has proved to be cumbersome and costly (Wood 1998: 4-6, 11-15;
Meiksins 1998: 32-38). Not only collective bargaining has been viewed as an expensive
activity but also the free and new economy proponents articulate an entrenched suspicion
against union bargaining as a totem of workers’ power which negates the efficient operation of
market forces and resists the competent organisation and direction of the technocratic managers
(Sisson & Storey 2000: 12, 22-29; Moody 1998: 63-64). The embattled and uncompromising
contest between management and labour (organised labour) is hence centred upon the
adversarial collective bargaining system, and by default, Hong Kong unions may have, even
unwittingly, enjoyed a strategic gain by not having been caught in captivity for defending its
continuance, because of its relative absence.

Paradoxically, a feeble tradition of collective bargaining has made it possible to advance a
thesis that trade unions in Hong Kong have a propensity to develop and evolve into ‘community
unionism’ as a new form of ‘third sector’ organisation. This is because of the pre-1997
political reforms sponsored by the government which led to a process of democratisation and
growing mass participation in election activities. The continuation of this process has been
guaranteed by the Basic Law for the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) after
1997 (Basic Law 1990; Ng 1998: 213-216). Trade unions in Hong Kong are encouraged by the
shifting political context of electoral advances to evolve a strategic role of organising the
grassroots neighbourhood community in support of and partnership with the formal political
parties. In addition, some trade unions in Hong Kong are equipped (as workers’ self-
organisations) to perform an ‘agency’ role of penetrating the neighbourhood community for
mutual assistance and insurance.

Besides, due to the changing labour market and the subsequent growth of the self-
employed, seasonal workers and part-time employees and those employed in other forms of
atypical employment arising from the labour market flexibility ‘creed’ (i.e. a drift towards ‘re-
casualisation’), the workplace has retreated into an eclipsed position and become less the
‘bastion’ for labour unions to enlist and organise their membership. Instead, the unions are now
paying equal attention to the residential community for sustaining a dialogue and liaising with
their members. This ‘lay’ approach is also consistent with the legacy of Hong Kong unions,
which have never been strong at the workplace level. Also, given their feeble industrial
strength, some ‘vanguard’ unions and labour bodies now act as the spokesperson of workers
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across all trades in the neighbourhood regarding employment, wages and labour market issues.
It appears that the labour grievances which some unions articulate are even generic and not
specific to employment affairs, pertaining to housing, transport, general price level and cost of
living, pollution and the environment, as well as associated ecological issues which can affect
the wage-earners’ common well-being and position either as employees or self-employed (Ng
1997b: 667-672). The agenda for these unions is to cater to the ‘working life’ betterment of the
people, whether they are workplace or neighbourhood-based. They also lobby extensively for
official leverage against the industrial vicissitudes of ‘post-modern urbanism’, in the capacity
as labour’s pressure groups belonging to the ‘third sector’ domain at a time when these
community service-providing agencies are expected to have a widened scope in Hong Kong
(Tung 2000: 33, 98). They campaign with vigour, for instance, that the government should
intervene, using appropriate policy dosage like taxation reforms, improved social security and
public assistance provisions and minimum wage legislation to correct income inequality and
the increasingly sharp wealth differentials which polarise the rich and poor, between those
who ‘have and those who have not’ in Hong Kong society.

Because of the above developments, a new type of unions’ activities and of policy agenda
for Hong Kong trade unions has emerged during recent years. There exists a possibility for
these Hong Kong labour unions, or at least a number of them, to evolve a community-oriented
role which suggests potentially a new mission for unions. Tentatively, the following postulates
are suggested that mirror these propensities as Hong Kong’s unions are adapting their nature
and functions to the imperative of ‘de-industrialisation’.

Postulate I

Trade unions in Hong Kong are relatively free from the constraint of the collective bargaining
institution and its bureaucratic implications. This freedom enables them to explore a new role
and function when collective bargaining has become exhausted of its agenda and declined
globally in popularity. Ironically, such a flexibility is due to the relative immaturity and under-
development of collective bargaining activities in Hong Kong.

Postulate II

Trade unions in Hong Kong are prompted and encouraged by the shifting political context of
electoral development and mass participation in such processes to evolve a strategic role of
organising the grassroots neighbourhood community in support of and partnership with the
political parties. This is reminiscent of the ‘transmission-belt’ function of the socialist unions
yet re-created in the milieu of an ecologically fragmented ‘post-industrial’ society.

Postulate III
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Trade unions are equipped as the workers’ self organisation, to perform an ‘agency’ role of
penetrating the neighbouring community. Besides, due to the growth of the self-employed, part-
time employed and other forms of atypical employment resulting from the labour market
flexibility ‘syndrome’, the workplace has retreated and become less the ‘nexus’ for labour
unions to organise their membership (Ng & Poon 2004: 212). Instead, trade unions, as in the
Hong Kong situation, are paying equal attention, if not more, to the residential community for
sustaining a dialogue and liaising with their membership.

Postulate IV

There is a propensity for the trade unions facing the challenge of ‘deindustrialisation’ to
develop and evolve into ‘community’ unions as an alternative form of unionisation. Instead of
demarcating themselves along industrial lines, the modern and post-modern unions can function
as ‘local community’ unions by representing and acting as the spokesman of workers across all
trades in the neighbourhood about employment and wages and labour market conditions,
alongside housing, transport, general price level and cost of living, pollution and wage-
earners’ common well-being and their stake as employees or the self-employed. These
occupational interests and expectations about ‘working life’ betterment can be oriented and
directed both at employers as well as actors outside the workplace and employing
organisations.

The above postulation about a potentiality of Hong Kong labour unions to evolve a role in
organising the neighbourhood community as a ‘third sector’ organisation can probably be put in
perspective against the background of post-industrial urban development. Such a prospect may
suggest that the trade unions are becoming less workers’ combinations and more a
representative agency acting for and organising the wage-earners and their associated interests.

We are suggesting in this chapter that some Hong Kong unions are exploring an avenue of
crystallising their membership base anchored in the neighbourhood (and residential)
community largely because of growing difficulties these unions have experienced in organising
the workplace. It is hence essentially a response of organised labour to the erosion and retreat
of the employing and work unit as a fixed station for unions’ recruitment and membership
organisation.

The shop floor ‘nexus’, however, recedes as a result of the changing character of work and
employment, the most noticeable manifestation of which is the rise of atypical employment in
categories like those of part-time and temporary hiring. These new forms of employment,
alongside the rise of self-employment in industries like transport, stevedoring, hospitality and
entertainment mean that the wage or fee earner does not have an employer or lacks a fixed
employer. In terms of the conventional wisdom about the organisational strategy of labour
unions, these new employment groups are far less amenable to membership recruitment, an
exercise which hence needs extending beyond the ‘domain’ of the workplace. The latter
retreats as an employing unit for the individual and becomes less relevant than in the case of
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regular employment for these casual atypical employees.
However, there are also endemic to the process of ‘post-modern’ urbanism a series of ‘dis-

organisation’ and ‘fragmentation’ tendencies which threaten to rupture a neighbourhood-based
community. As argued by Giddens in his critique on the sociology of ‘post-industrial’
modernity, the urban and suburban people are periled increasingly by the anomie and pathos of
community disintegration and loss of identity and security. This is largely because the pattern
of lifestyle in ‘late modernity’ becomes heavily ‘commodified’ and ‘individualised’, betraying
an element of ego anxiety about recognition as well as a creed for privatisation and freedom of
independent choices in the commercialised marketplace. ‘Late urbanism’ hence cherished an
ethos of ‘material symbolism’ and ‘consumerism’ which could pervert more embedded and
intrinsic values of commitment and affiliation.

‘The consumption of ever-novel goods becomes in some part a substitute of the genuine
development of self … consumption under the domination of mass markets is
essentially a novel phenomenon which participates directly in processes of the
continuous reshaping of the conditions of day-to-day life.’ (Giddens 1991: 198-199)

The post-traditional and post-industrial neighbourhood communities under the impact of ‘late
modernity’ also lose their traditional, fraternity-based social equilibrium as they become ‘risk
societies’ (Giddens 1991: 28). They are, first, beset by new risks as the basic dimension of
‘space’ (social and material distance) is compressed heavily by science and technology.
Second, the residential community becomes far less competent, both ecologically and
technically, to accommodate and hedge against risks for its members because of institutions’
decay (specifically, a ‘de-institutionalisation’ process as a result of the decline of the church,
mutual aid fraternities, clan groupings and community charity associations, etc.). Precisely
because of these accentuated risk propensities, while the urbanised individuals are more or
less constantly alert to ‘signals that relate here-and-now activities to spatially distant persons
or events of concern to them, and to projects of life-planning’ (Giddens 1991: 128), the ‘post-
modern’ neighbourhood community has evolved to attach a high and strategic premium on
insurance against collectivised risks which cannot be handled adequately by the individual via
the marketised agencies and devices alone.

As a new ‘risk society’, the post-industrial neighbourhood hence poses an equally strong, if
not more pervasive, demand for collective agencies of community hedging and support than its
traditional pre-industrial counterpart. These are hence the ‘providential reasons’ as pivoted
around the assumption that ‘increased secular understanding of the nature of things leads to a
safer and more rewarding existence for human beings’ (Giddens 1991: 28). A role for such a
nature was performed by the occupational fraternity as a nexus of a community during the
period of basic craft production. Later, in the heydays of the factory system, the social work
voluntary organisations also excelled as key agencies of community integration and
stabilisation. However, as the domain of work and the institution of the workplace change in
their nature and decline in relevance to the working (and labouring) individuals in an era of
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‘late modernity’, which fragmentises waged employment and blurs the traditional divide
between the work and non-work existence of the individual, these conventional agencies of
community integration are emasculated and no longer adequate socially. And in this post-
modern context new agencies are required. An example prospective is hence a community-
oriented labour body which can act as a ‘third sector’ socio-industrial agency to cater to those
having entered or about to enter the waged labour market and even retired persons.

Giddens in his ‘Third Way’ thesis makes an explicit claim on ‘third way’ politics to
address a new paradigm of these ‘post-modern’ risks (Giddens 1998, Chapter 2; Giddens
2000: 2), for which the ‘third sector’ organisations are to perform a key role of community
leverage and standardisation.6 These activities therefore occur outside the domains of the
government sector and private businesses, and distinguish these para-institutional agencies as
the ‘third sector’ organisations. In the context of ‘late urbanism’ (post-modernity), the
imperatives of providing for opportunity, stimulus of innovations and hedges of security are
paralleled by the challenges of the new risks, shifting ecology and environment, and the quest
for individual autonomy.

These risks are also ascertainable in the instance of Hong Kong as a post-industrial urban
society. In particular, the political transition of Hong Kong, the industrial drama of China’s
modernisation reforms, and the East Asian financial crisis and post-crisis recession, combined
together to precipitate a series of social and industrial issues which its government and people
have to face in the new decade. Many of these problems are associated with the labour market
interests, work and employment of the urban population, especially among those at the
periphery of the labour economy. Examples of these current industrial issues are the insecurity
of part-time and flexi employment, staggering unemployment levels, low wages and long hours,
business consolidation and personnel down-sizing, involuntary self-employment and
retirement, and perils of foreign workers importation, de-skilling and problematic retraining,
and a stampede for expensive adult education in search for competency enhancement and
credential layering. These issues of the post-industrial labouring people are probably a global
syndrome and not specific to Hong Kong. There has been an embryonic awareness among the
refractory mass of the working class around the world about protecting their interests at the
grassroots level and regulating the ‘world labour market’ as a mission of the trade unions or
other social agencies purporting to represent the workers and their interests (Moody 1997:
282-292). However, these challenges apparently constitute a new risk syndrome also for Hong
Kong as a post-industrial society, which will pose a pressing case for an agenda of effective
action to the government and organised labour. To perform such a role, labour unions can be
destined to act as a potentially ‘third sector’ agency.

Conclusion

We are postulating that the post-industrial society of late urbanism is confronted with a new
constellation of industrial and labour market risks, which are pervasive for the individuals and
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the community to which they belong. However, these problems can no longer be competently
handled by the state, the welfare agencies and private businesses. Neither are they crystallised
entirely at the workplace level, largely because of the transient nature of the workplace as a
unit of work and employment. We suggest a potential propensity for Hong Kong trade unions to
restructure themselves as community unions in response to these industrial challenges. As an
echo to Giddens’ ‘Third Way’ thesis, we also postulate that the future unions exploring and
assuming such a community role can be resourceful as a revitalised industrial agency located
within the ‘third sector’, outside the state and private business sectors, as well as outside the
conventional ambit and territory of any specific trades, industries or occupations.

There were, of course, problems arising from these attempts to create (and re-create) a
union-focused community outside the occupation. An occupation-based worker community has
been popularised in the western literature (on industrial sociology and industrial relations)
during the 1960s and 1970s as a bastion of worker solidarity, especially among the craft
trades. However, this type of craft community is industry or trade specific and is solidaristic
largely because of its parochial narrowness and boundary distinction vis-à-vis other
occupations. But if unionisation were to be based upon the organisation of the neighbourhood
community as envisaged under the present ‘new unionism’ model, the analogy could be at best
partial. This is because the union base actually becomes fragmented into ‘enclaves’ and local
pockets of employee associations whose membership could belong to a diversity of industries.
A common occupational interest would hence be less tenable as the denominator to sustain a
solidaristic identity for mutual association among members due to i) the drift of a new
regionalism which could overshadow the workplace; and ii) industrial diversity of those
making up the ‘constituency’. For this reason, what can be envisaged at present are probably
the ‘seed’ potentials of a fraction of the labour movement in Hong Kong evolving a role and
activities which suggest the thesis of a community union as a third sector agency. However, it
is still premature to postulate in any deterministic manner the relative pervasiveness of this
form of new community unionism. As it appears, it is still embryonic and visible in a teething
stage. It may take more years for it to crystallise into a shape which may eclipse the
‘mainstream’ union tradition as an alternative in the ‘post-industrial’ age.

For this reason, it may be hazardous to suggest that the Hong Kong experiences with
community unionism would pose a model which can be emulated elsewhere in other post-
industrial economies facing similar economic re-structuring dramas of ‘de-industrialisation’.
However, the Hong Kong case does point to the imperative of late urban industrialism as a
potent force inducing trade unions to change and re-position themselves as the social agency
organising the labouring mass. A possible route of re-configuring the trade union and
(re)writing its mission and agenda is, as canvassed in this chapter, for it to evolve into a ‘third
sector’ organisation. Such a ‘third sector’ trade union will be more effective in penetrating and
organising the new hybrid ‘working class’ today which are either wage-earners in employment
or self-employed recipients taking a fee from their ‘principals’. They are located in the
neighbourhood community and are diversified in terms of their work life interests, occupations
and industries, as the workplace is gradually retreating as the ‘nexus’ of labour market
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participation. They tend to harbour a plurality of industrial as well as non-industrial
expectations in search for a better quality of urban life. And a ‘third sector’ community union
may need to learn to equip itself with the appropriate competencies in order to cater to these
grassroots needs and expectations in an effective way – perhaps by evolving or allying itself
with a ‘new’ labouring party in a post-industrial society.

Notes

1    Such an anachronistic clause, inherited from the pre-war legislative regime to contain local unions’ excessive political
activism and only rescinded recently by the post-1997 SAR government, has been prohibiting labour unions from combining
into union federations, save where these federal mergers were limited within a single industry, occupation or trade.
However, this limitation was liberalised and rescinded by the SAR government a year after it came to power.

2    This was in sharp departure from the earlier and widespread militancy betrayed in organised labour’s agitation directed
against the post-war British administration and its private capital allies in the public utilities and commercial sectors
controlled by the British hongs, i.e. ‘trading houses’, during the rehabilitation years after the Second World War. See Ng
1997a: 54-55.

3    This zeal has been widely interpreted as a pre-emptive strategy by the pre-1997 government to conserve Hong Kong’s
status quo in preparation for the political changeover of sovereignty.

4    These reforms have nurtured and extended, in the 1995 election, the system of political balloting by direct electoral voting to
such an extent that it antagonised China which, in turn, castigated these ‘premature’ electoral advances as a devious ploy by
the British administration to attempt perpetuating its post-1997 influence in Hong Kong.

5    The most patent illustration of such a polarity was probably the separate and competitive adoption of an almost identical yet
overtly protectionist stance against the mainland guest workers by both the CTU and FTU.

6    The ‘third sector’ organisations are those non-governmental agencies (NGO) and secondary associations outside the public
and private business domains which perform a role of service providers within the post-industrial societies. They are
especially viewed as the key institution for social leverage against deprivations and crisis for the underprivileged in modern
and post-modern societies. See, for example, Giddens 1998.
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