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As the twenty-first century began, there was a mass demonstration in Hong Kong. On 1 July

2003 half a million people took to the streets in protest against a proposed ‘anti-subversion’

amendment to the Basic Law. Time Asia magazine captioned this event ‘The Long March’ 

and gave it a cover story titled ‘Standing Up for Hong Kong’, featuring a photograph of the

mass protest with a female activist holding up high the flag of the Hong Kong Special Admin-

istrative Region (HKSAR).1 In 2004, in the third of its annual series of specials on ‘Asia’s

Heroes’, Time Asia selected Jackie Hung, spokeswoman of the Civil Human Rights Front

which had organised the July 1 demonstration, as one of twenty members of a new genera-

tion taking the stage in Asia. Calling Hung ‘the chief organizer of the pro-democracy rally

that brought as many as 500 000 people on the streets on July 1’, Time Asia described the

protest as ‘an amazing display of people power for non-confrontational Hong Kong’.2

This protest movement and the solidarity it aroused surprised the world; Hong Kong

people are usually thought of as politically apathetic ‘economic animals’.3 Much of the com-

mentary stressed the growing number of young participants in this movement. However, in

the 2003 and 2004 demonstrations a group of older women joined in and they are, more

widely, frequent social protestors. Yet in newspaper coverage in 2004, only a small paragraph

in the mass circulation daily Ming Pao noted that older women insisted on joining the July

1 march despite their physical difficulties on what was a very hot day.4 A TV documentary

by Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK) did, however, include ‘older women’ as a category

along with young people and middle class professionals in a report on participation in the

direct election of Legislative Council members.5
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Older women need to be taken seriously as an emerging social movement base in Hong

Kong, since they will make up an increasingly large proportion of an ageing population in

the years to come. When I enrolled part-time in a PhD in 1999, my intention was to docu-

ment the ‘small stories’ of older women’s active participation in the communities I had

observed during twelve years of involvement as an activist around local issues of housing

and rent in Hong Kong. My relationships with my grandmother and mother also shaped my

desire to get close to older women and to understand their world—a world which is rarely

represented in a complex or subtle way, and which is often unclear and difficult for me to

grasp as a member of a different generation in a society which has undergone significant

changes over the past thirty years. Of course, getting to know older women and learning

from their insights into the ageing process is also a way of preparing for my own ageing in

this society.6 Initially, though, my hope when I first began working in 1998 as a professional

researcher in ageing studies was to understand how gerontologists could better contribute

to forming a mode of knowledge that would benefit but not limit older persons.

At the outset, I made an important choice to do my doctoral study in a Department of

Cultural Studies rather than Sociology, preferring as I do to use ‘qualitative’ methods. The

study of both social movements and older women in Hong Kong has been widely understood

as a matter for sociological inquiry rather than cultural analysis. On the one hand, there is an

entrenched sociological understanding of ‘movements’ as reflecting and entailing social changes

that need to be monitored and managed. On the other hand, older women are perceived

as the genderless, passive objects of welfare and services; in short, as a ‘social problem’.

While my early training was in sociology, my experiences as a junior researcher working

with older persons had pushed me to search for alternative approaches to ageing studies.

I learnt how to do research while studying sociology and social work between 1978 and 1982

in the then Hong Kong Baptist College. Large scale surveys, appropriate sampling methods,

questionnaires, face-to-face interviews and statistical considerations have always been regarded

as compelling in the study of Hong Kong society and the people within it. In my experience,

social research was grounded in quantitative research methods backed up with bulky sets of

statistical data—an approach with a long history, of course, in methodological discussion.

Few qualitative studies have been conducted in Hong Kong, and very few have been situated

in an innovative framework in which research can be exploratory, small scale, and primarily

concerned with raising critical questions of validity. Joel Best has shown how ‘during the nine-

teenth century … statistics—numeric statements about social life—became an authoritative

way to describe social problems’,7 and social research became less theoretical and more quan-

titative as objectivity and accuracy became its core values—not least, as a way of increas-

ing the credibility of the policy proposals generated from the findings of a study. This is
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perhaps particularly the case in Hong Kong where social policy formation as a process arose

within and has been shaped by a history of colonial management.8

Debates about ‘social problems’ routinely raise questions: Is the problem widespread?;

How many people, and which people, does it affect?; Is it getting worse?; What does it cost

society?; What will it cost to deal with it? Convincing answers to such questions demand

evidence, and that usually means numbers, measurements, statistics. However, as Best points

out, the same group of statistics can be ‘manipulated’ by different sectors, including activists

as well as policy makers. What became interesting to me, then, was the way in which the

impact of statistical dominance in social research was relayed by media coverage and also by

social activists and policy makers involved with the movement I wanted to study. Since

‘the general public still depends upon statistics to summarise and clarify the nature of our

complex society’,9 all parties use statistical statements to establish their arguments about a

‘problem’ or a social movement issue. Seeking objectivity by trying to establish a compre-

hensive picture composed of different viewpoints and grounded in statistical information is

still the dominant practice. Thus, the methodological issues raised here are not, in fact, solely

methodological but indicative of a socially prevalent ideology—one which is pervasive in

the everyday life politics facing older women in particular.

These experiences led me to seek a new multi-disciplinary approach to understanding

older women’s participation in housing-related activism. Cultural studies is of great interest

to me as a field of enquiry oriented to the culture of everyday life, in which culture is under-

stood as a process rather than a set of quantifiable phenomena.10 Stuart Hall insists that ‘cul-

tural studies has multiple discourses, and is a set of unstable formations … constructed by

a number of different methodologies and theoretical positions, all of them in contention’ [my

emphasis].11 I see the possibilities of contention within the discipline itself as capable of

allowing me to uncover the complex, ever-changing and malleable identities and interactions

of older women which I experienced every day but never found represented in the media,

the policy documents, the social movement pamphlets or the gerontological literature that

I dealt with and helped to produce. It also allows me to discover contesting elements at work

within various ways of representing older women and also within these women’s processes

of negotiating to play a role in forming their own representations.

Cultural researchers are able to articulate their experiences more freely by using a wide

variety of methods to construct and interpret their subjects. My point of departure is to estab-

lish a reflexive approach capable of addressing ‘the dynamic nature of cultural and social

processes and of meaning production, and [having] the potential to respond to the complex

ways which individuals, or agents, or subjects, inhabit their specific formations, identities

and subjectivities’.12 Ultimately, I choose to be ‘a visible narrator and co-participant in the
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text’,13 working with my own ambivalence as a researcher trained to be objective in the pur-

suit of accuracy and comprehensiveness, yet seeking as a feminist researcher in cultural

studies to address questions of authority and power, including those raised by the research

process itself.

My life experiences as a social activist working with older women shape the research ques-

tions I raise in that these are marked by the challenges to our ‘professionalism’ which activists

grounded in social work began to face in the 1980s, a period of social unrest in Hong Kong—

especially in matters of housing. Of course, the ‘helping’ professions everywhere have

been hit by economic cutbacks, service re-structuring and an increasingly problematic public

image. In Hong Kong in particular, however, doubt was cast on the professionalism of social

workers—especially community workers involved with ‘deprived’ groups, namely families

or single elderly people living in poverty on derelict housing estates—because of so-called

‘trouble makers’ getting involved with residents’ action issues. As a helping professional

myself, I challenged the traditional practices of community organising and in turn experienced

criticism as a ‘radical’ who failed to follow social work principles of objectivity and detach-

ment.14 When I began my PhD I meant to ignore this sensitive area (it is boring to keep harping

about ‘the role of the social worker’), and to focus on media representations of older women

in the hope of helping the women’s own voices be ‘heard’. However, I very quickly came to

see that social movements themselves have been immensely influenced by the professional-

ism debates that begun in the 1980s and are still continuing today. Thus, the voice of the

author in this study is retained to encourage discussion of the possibility of transforming 

the ‘worker–client’ partnership model of community work into one more closely tied to the

friendship and family-like relationships I found operating in the organizations I worked with

and studied.

Over the past thirty years, a well-established and organised set of knowledges has been

built around aging by academic sociologists, psychologists and health and social ‘care’

professionals. Parallelling the increasing importance of ageing policy as a government priority

has been the significant development of social gerontology in Hong Kong. This knowledge

of ageing and the images and stereotypes it generates have acquired a powerful narrative

authority to prescribe generalised and shared meanings of ageing as a ‘social problem’, and

these operate in turn as part of public knowledge about old age, often reinforcing negative

images of older persons as frail, helpless and weak. These images have become a signifi-

cant reference point not only for the public but in the intimate shaping of older persons’ self

perceptions.

Correspondingly, a great deal of research has been oriented to studying public views of

old age, rather than exploring how old persons themselves experience the ageing process in

Hong Kong. Yeung suggests that many elderly people tend to accept the prevailing cultural
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stereotypes concerning the aged and in turn they feel inadequate and inferior, often lacking

the motivation to do things which they are actually capable of doing, and sometimes choos-

ing to withdraw entirely from all activities.15 There is a serious need, then, for more in-depth

exploration of how older persons are confined by boundaries set by the society as it decides

what is appropriate for aged people and as these very boundaries work in practice at the core

of the issues which affect them.

Social movement and the everyday lives of older women

Studying older women who situate themselves in Hong Kong social movements, it rapidly

becomes clear that their activism bears on their everyday life, namely, housing, health care

services and the pension scheme. At the same time, the issues they are facing now are very

much bound up with their life histories in Hong Kong, beginning in the 1940s or 1950s

when they arrived in the enclave with their families to make a living. This historical experience

shapes many aspects of their everyday life politics including their interactions with neigh-

bours, their community and most importantly their children. The formation of their mul-

tiple identities today as mothers, as grandmothers and as the por por (‘older woman’ in

Cantonese) living next door mingles with the complex identities they formed as much younger

women. They have led long, eventful lives and shouldered many responsibilities. Yet the first

thing I noticed was that while there is a general under-representation in news and academic

literature of older women’s participation in social movements, at the same time older women

are excessively described as ‘powerless’ in such genres as radio talk shows, current affairs pro-

grammes, films and advertisements. The question arises of how older women react to this

type of statement about their condition: How do they situate themselves in relation to the

images created for them by the society?; Do they resist or consent, and in what ways?; If they

resist, do they perhaps develop a different sense of ‘resistance’ to that which we attribute

to other social groups?

On the other hand, if older women do indeed follow and agree with activists’ claims about

their ‘powerless’ situation, how do we understand their relationship with Hong Kong social

movements that take ‘empowerment’ as their objective? There is a paradox inherent in

‘empowerment’ understood as, on the one hand, an end or a goal of social movement action,

and, on the other, as an ideal necessitating the prior production and repetition of ‘poor’ and

‘powerless’ images of older women by social activists. This is an area which is under-explored

by academics working on social movements or in gerontology. Nevertheless, it is vital to ask

how older women have worked with this situation and how they make sense of their

experiences in the process. The methodological strategies developed by cultural researchers

suggest useful ways for me to conduct research which involves mixed sets of data, involving
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parallel and complementary lines of enquiry in which ‘outcomes’ are not easily ‘compared’,

while allowing for the reality of the researcher’s subjectivity and emotional involvement.

Subjectivity matters, because while I am interested in how older women make sense of

their social experiences in Hong Kong, I am aware that I never asked these questions when

I was a community worker; rather, I focused on the social issue or ‘problem’ at hand. Nor

was I particularly conscious of seeing older women as different from other social work

categories such as ‘residents of the community’ or ‘singletons and two person families’. This

failure to address older women as a specific group might contribute to the genderless, age-

less discourse on ‘older persons’ which prevails in academic articles, policy documents and

social movement discussions in Hong Kong. Recognising this has led me to ask not only how

older women are represented generally in Hong Kong and in social movements in particular,

but also what distinct situations they faced as older women in their social participation.

In my wider research I focus on older women who have been active in social move-

ments around issues significantly impacting their everyday lives, particularly forced removal

within the public housing system, health costs and rent issues. These are well established in

the literature as core concerns for older persons and they were commonly raised by the older

women involved in my study. I also try to include different kinds of social organizations and

movements involving these women; some are self-organised groups, while others are affiliated

with political parties or social welfare organizations. As far as possible I have interviewed

the core member, that is, the older woman who best knows the issues from the perspective

of an organiser, and/or an older woman who was widely covered by the media and who may

have expressed some frustration with media reporting after a specific action.

All the women are from a similar background in terms of class position assessed in rela-

tion to their living environment (all are in public housing estates), marital status (all are or

have been married), economic status (all are retired, doing no formal work and receiving an

old age allowance) and all suffer from chronic illness. However, they differ in their family

relationships, some living alone and others with their children. They have different educa-

tional backgrounds (one could read only, one could write and read, another could neither

read nor write Chinese) and, most importantly, all emigrated from mainland China in the

1950s. Their friendliness, openness and willingness to share their thoughts and life expe-

riences with me transformed what could have been cold, detached interviews into a deep

sharing of their knowledge and beliefs. Each woman was asked to talk not only about her

involvement in a specific issue but about her family and life history and other activities in

her daily life. Our discussions included how they perceive their images in various media;

their experiences as women, and as older women; their relationships with the govern-

ment, with family, and with the local community including the organizations and social
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workers they worked with. Older women are not reified, isolated ‘cases’, but subjectively

complex agents participating in and interacting with an environment.

Older women in action: ms choi and her group in the estate

For example, Ms Choi from the Tai Hang Tung Estate (THT) was in her seventies.16 She joined

a group resisting re-allocation to another housing estate and went on to act as spokeswoman

and coordinator for the group. She connects with other older women by phone, by visiting

them in person or by asking other older women nearby to contact a woman she wants to

reach. She is popular in the neighbourhood and has an excellent network. I saw her talking

to people when she toured me around the estate. She was easily able to visit the home of

an elderly man nearby, talking with his daughter who was there to visit her father. After

the termination of the community development project she worked with, she was still active

in other elderly people’s centres. She organised meetings for me, and entertained visitors

from the UWS cultural research workshop group when they came to Hong Kong. Pictures,

certificates and awards for her participation in local events and activities are displayed on

the walls of her home, and she is proud of the membership cards she owns. She lives with

her husband and they did not have any children.

Ms Choi has lived in THT for more than 50 years.17 She moved there after the huge fire

that famously destroyed ‘the six villages’ of the Shek Kip Mei squatter settlement of Kowloon

West in 1953.18 Half a century later she and a group of other older women were still there

when the four blocks of THT internally known as ‘the elderly estate’19 (in which they resided)

were put up for redevelopment by the Housing Authority in 1995–96.20 So Ms Choi joined

the older women’s concern group for elderly housing rights ( ) formed by the Shing

Kung Hui Social Service Centre, an NGO operating in the THT Estate.

At the time, THT had around 900 older residents, most living in the ‘elderly estate’. In

conformity with the ‘Same District Re-allocation’ Policy ( ) practised by the Hous-

ing Authority, the redevelopment plan required them to move to another housing estate near-

by in the Shamshuipo district. These older women demanded alternative re-allocation within

THT itself; they suggested that the playground adjacent to their old buildings could be used

for new blocks of flats, and that after their re-allocation a new playground could be built on

the site which they had vacated. Since this proposal needed endorsement not only from the

Housing Authority but from other government departments, the women started a campaign

for ‘Same Estate Re-allocation’ ( ), securing assistance from the social workers of a

Neighbourhood Level Community Development Project (NLCDP) of the Shing Kung Hui

Social Service Centre.
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Objecting to the women’s proposal was a coalition of seven schools, including parents and

students who claimed they were using the playground for classes. The Mutual Aid Committee

of three other blocks adjacent to the playground also objected, arguing that new buildings

on the playground site would spoil their views, their environment and their use of recre-

ational facilities. The older women launched a series of actions to lobby support from Coun-

cillors and government departments; crucially, they negotiated with other parties to secure

the space that they wanted, in the process constructing their own unique representations

and using these strategically to further their struggle to demand the right to control their

lives as older women.

I visited Ms Choi’s new home in 2003. Her flat was indeed located in a building on the

former ‘playground’ where the women had urged the Authority to build new blocks for their

re-allocation. She told me that the two new blocks are twenty-one storeys high and have four

wings, with four units in each wing. All are single person units except for two couple units

on each floor, in one of which Ms Choi was living with her husband. She was very proud

of her flat, which faced south—the direction widely preferred by Chinese people because

it is cool during summer and warm enough in winter. During my visit, several of Ms Choi’s

neighbours gathered in her flat, talking freely; all older women had known each other a long

time and were closely bonded. They said they were very happy to be in their old neigh-

bourhood, a place where they expected to stay for the rest of their lives. Showing me pic-

tures of their group, they tried to identify those who had died before they could move into

the new flats they had fought for. They described this calmly but with signs of regret.

From Ms Choi’s window, we could see the ‘replacement playground’ which they had urged

the Urban Council to rent to the schools as a temporary space for physical education while

they ‘borrowed’ the playground adjacent to the elderly estate to build their new homes. Ms

Choi could watch as the old blocks were demolished to make way for the ‘indoor grass play-

ground’ that was the women’s strongest bargaining card when they were gathering support

to ‘borrow’ the old playground for their new home. The ‘new playground’ argument was

emphasised in their petitions; it allowed them to present the deal as a fair exchange and was

used as proof that these older women were not ‘depriving’ other community groups (i.e. the

students and the near neighbourhood) by urging the Authority to build flats for them in the

same estate. To the women, the social workers and their other supporters (Councillors, for

example), this was a sound way of countering public accusations that they were ‘selfish’ and

‘inconsiderate’. Recalling this so-called community conflict, the older women of THT rep-

resent their experiences as ‘three years and eight months’, a phrase symbolically referring

not to the duration of their campaign but to the ‘suffering time’ of the Japanese occupation

of Hong Kong during the Second World War. Nevertheless, it is evident that the women also
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enjoyed their success in negotiating to control their everyday lives, and that their struggle

and victory is an unforgettable memory for them.

How did their activism work? In what follows, I outline the women’s self-representations

and their narrative accounts of the conflict to show how they made use of their prevailing

image of ‘frailty’ to negotiate with the policy makers, social workers and the hostile part of

the community. I show that far from being simple and univocal, the older women’s rep-

resentations have a fluidity which allows them also to figure as citizens who have contributed

to the prosperity of Hong Kong, and as senior members of a society who demand respect

and care from that society. All the emotions of suffering and the bad feeling of being thought

of as ‘useless’ were resisted in and by their process of negotiating for space. ‘Mobility’ as an

important subject area in the study and care of older persons was tackled skilfully by this

group of older women who showed persistence and passion in pursuing their demands. In

my first interview with Ms Choi and two other women, I got a taste of how they had their

own cues and could move with a speed beyond my expectations. An hour into the interview,

which took place in a Councillor’s office, one of the women suddenly announced that the

interview was over and they had to leave. To my astonishment, in an instant I was left alone

in the room, packing up my tape recorder and notes. The ambivalence of the moment is that

these women had just been representing themselves as frail, helpless and immobile, while

acting swiftly in a manner which was not so ‘useless’ after all.

‘We are old, blind, deaf and dumb … ’

As I maintained my contact with these older women in THT, I found that they were the core

of the social movement on the estate. Far from being ‘passive participants’, ‘ignorant’ or

‘manipulated by social workers’, they were actively involved and they knew very clearly what

they needed and remembered the details of events (except for the exact year of an occur-

rence, or some of the Councillors’ names). The primary role of the older women was 

to mobilise support from various parties—local residents including other older people,

Councillors, radio news and talk show presenters—in order to change the policy to better

fit their needs.

It is no surprise to find that individual older women’s identities are mixed and multi-

dimensional. However, these women would always begin conversation with a typifying state-

ment, ‘we are old, blind, frail …’—as Ms Choi and her group declared loudly when I

interviewed them.21 Entirely congruent with the predominant public image of older persons,

this declaration of physical frailty on the one hand reflected the older women’s beliefs about

themselves and on the other hand was adopted as a major argument supporting their demands

for what they needed. Ms Choi used it to claim the women were too old to move to a new area:
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We older persons are blind (i.e. we know nothing or cannot recognise the road), deaf, 

old, frail and disabled ( ) … we don’t know how to take the public transport or

even don’t know how to walk, we all so foolish or stupid ( ). Most of us are disabled,

in our four blocks there are so many disabled, blind, handicapped, deaf, dumb, anything

you say …

On the other hand, an emphasis on ‘old age’ as a group phenomenon rather than as a charac-

teristic of individuals in their eighties and nineties was prevalent in the rhetoric of the

THT group, allowing members to identify which neighbours actually were blind, dumb or

suffering physical deterioration:

I am younger than the others, they are very old. We have some in their eighties, nineties and

even people a hundred years old …

The couple over there are dumb, the one next door is blind … [An older woman, point-

ing out where people lived as she named the different group members.]

As a result they constructed themselves as a group of ‘poor’ and ‘suffering’ victims afflicted

by a policy deficiency that did not consider their fragility and ignorance as factors, making

it difficult for them to adapt to a new environment.

It is quite clear that older women did put a great deal of stress on their frailty when they

represented themselves. This may be perceived as evidence of conforming to and reinforcing

the socially dominant images of older persons in general and older women in particular. We

could also say that this was a way of justifying their demands. Yet there is, as I have noted,

a paradox involved in an elderly housing rights movement, claimed by social workers and

activists to be empowering older persons, mobilising the images of frailty and victimis-

ation used by older women themselves and by the organizations facilitating their groups.

However, as we analyse more deeply the social petitions they launched, it becomes quite

explicit that ‘features’ of old age were both a strong support to their argument for remaining

on the estate, and a bargaining tool.

In order to establish that it was ‘wrong’ for the Authority to move them out of their familiar

estate, the older women stressed concretely how they would suffer if they were forced to

move. One of the situations they chose to highlight in their drama was that they would

‘get lost’ and ‘not know how to get home’ if they shifted to new areas. It is important to note

that while these women repeatedly told me as well as the public that they were afraid of

moving from their familiar place, at the same time they were travelling all around Hong Kong

to meet with Councillors, officers from different departments and diverse organizations in

order to get their support:
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We have been travelling all around Hong Kong … except for Chai Wan and Tsim Sha Tsui,

those two places. We have been to the New Territories, Shatin, Tsuen Wan, Yau Ma Tei

and Jordan to find the Councillors, (we have also been to) Sai Wan, Sheung Wan etc.

It seems that they could move about without difficulty, and were clearly able to identify, dis-

tinguish and locate different government offices, even tracking down the then Governor of

Hong Kong:

Once we knew where he [Chris Patten] was, we went there (to meet him) …

We have been to Cheung Sha Wan for meetings many times … Cheung Sha Wan, the old

District Council office, not the new office, the old one in Cheung Sha Wan … We have been

to the Education Department, many times; the Health Department … we have also been

to the Housing Authority many, many times …

We tried hard to meet with the Councillors, in spite of heavy rains, thunderstorms and

lightening; just three or two of us we went, even when we were busy cooking …We went

no matter whether it was day or night … We took the Mass Transit Railway (MTR) by our-

selves, it was already very late at night … around eight thirty …

Apart from going around everywhere to ask for support, the women undertook active organ-

ising work:

(We) delivered leaflets, leaflets asking others to support us, to the markets, MTR station,

schools, we’d go anywhere to deliver the leaflets, kept on asking the others to support the

aged …

We went up the roof top and carried the chairs with us, at that time I didn’t need a walking

aid, we went with the volunteers to the roof tops to hold meetings and collect signatures …

This discussion represents a group of very mobile, very energetic older women rather than

women who are overwhelmingly frail, weak, passive victims. These women do also represent

themselves as frail and incapable of adapting, and they strongly believe themselves to be so,

but at the same time they were powerful in demanding what they needed. A good example

of how far they were willing to go to use their ‘weakness’ as a way of exercising power against

those who appear to have ‘power’ over them was their use of the ‘poor’ health of elderly people

as a weapon to threaten the Authority. The women recalled saying at one of the many actions

they launched:

If Mr. Yuen [the housing manager] does not promise to meet with us, we will not leave the

[Housing Authority office]. He should be there’. All of us filled up their doorway, about fifty

of us, saying, ‘we have to meet him … we will sleep here! All of us have to take medicine or
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pills … If something goes wrong we will need to go to hospital and you [the housing

manager] must be responsible for that. The Housing Department will have to take responsi-

bility for that …

It is rendered explicit here that the older women’s self-representations of frailty and weak-

ness do not just emphasise ‘helplessness’ to generate sympathy but also have a powerful

impact in relation to the social morality of ‘not mistreating old people’ and ‘respecting

one’s elders’. It would seem to be crucial, then, for social movement research to take note of

the conflicting identities adopted by older women. However, the women did not stop at

demanding assistance by playing up their vulnerability. They went further to insist that ‘you

must do something to assist us’; and they did this by comparing to their own situation the

power possessed by the Councillors, social workers, government officials and radio talk show

presenters.

Ms Choi is identified by the organisers, by other older women and by herself as the leader

of the group fighting for housing rights in THT Estate. However, she repeatedly expressed

her powerlessness both at the time and in our conversations:

We are powerless, not like those Councillors …

They [the Councillors] are more powerful than us, we are only people who know nothing

( ), we are really blind, so we need the guiding stick ( ) that the social workers and

Councillors can give us.

If they [the Councillors] say just one sentence, it is much better than if we talked for an

hour, isn’t it? They have their identity, status, don’t they? What status do we have? Am I right?

Clearly, the women stressed the differences in power between themselves and the Council-

lors, policy makers and even the social workers they worked with as a way of persuading

others to support them. However, this was only part of the negotiation and Ms Choi’s story

demonstrates that the women worked to establish identities other than that of ‘older women’,

in particular, their identities as ‘old Hong Kong’ and ‘old THT residents’ in a way which cor-

respondingly requires a richer understanding of the multiple identities of older women

involved in negotiation.

The negotiation process

Not only do the older women’s self-representations elude simple characterisation, but they

do not take static form. This group’s narratives of their actions are far more dynamic than,

and even ‘contradictory’ to, their constructed images of frailty. This is most evident in their

negotiations with their opponents, in particular the headmasters, parents and representa-

tives of the Mutual Aid Committee (MAC). Throughout this very active process, the women
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freely expressed themselves without avoiding the objections based on their supposed lack

of ‘care’ for the younger generation.

In the THT situation, it was essential to tackle not only the inter-generational conflict

aroused by the charge that older persons were depriving neighbourhood schoolchildren of

their playground, but also the competing interests of residents in other blocks who would

be disturbed by construction noise if the older women had their way. The women’s enthu-

siasm was questioned and they were accused of being ‘paid to join the petitions’. The older

women complained that many residents were not supportive and said that what they were

doing was useless. Ms Choi and her group told me that some residents looked down on them

and called them ‘bitches’, ( ), saying, ‘… what can you few bitches ( ) do?’

This term has negative connotations for Chinese people. It is usually used to describe

women who are nosy about other people’s private lives and love to spread gossip; by exten-

sion, it is an abusive term for ‘scolding’ someone you don’t like. The older women did not

react to this from a feminist perspective but they did think it was unfair for the others to

accuse them and criticise their petitions. Ms Choi told me that an older man who joined in

one of our discussions had moved into the estate later than any of the women and also joined

in the petition only at a later stage. She reminded me that the core participants were older

women and she named a few names, saying that the criticism gave them strength and

energy to move on and keep insisting on what they wanted. She also proudly told me that

one of the residents who had criticised the group and the petition had recently applied to

move into the new blocks, and that it was ‘great’ that they did good things for others and not

just for themselves.

It is important to note the way in which gender matters in this issue. Older persons

generally are treated as a homogenous, genderless group, and indeed the gender role of

the older women involved in the THT dispute was never explicitly raised, even by them-

selves. However, these older women were definitely categorised as women when the neigh-

bourhood was not supportive of their demands. Interestingly, the criticism was focused on

the older women only and was not addressed to older men who were also affected by the

issue. At the same time, this is further evidence that women did form the core of active

participants, and were identified as such by other residents. It is important, then, to explore

how the older women reacted to this identification, what they reacted to, and when they

chose not to react.

Constructing identity: ‘who are we?’

While countering all these criticisms, the older women carried on with their work and with

asking support from the residents by collecting signatures. At the same time, they presented

themselves as active contributors to Hong Kong society, negotiating further with their image
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as ‘old’ and ‘useless’. First, they tried to attract public attention through news reporting and

radio talk shows, constructing a self-image which would be acceptable to the wider public.

Finding themselves to be ‘nobodies’ without any status, the older women represented them-

selves with red caps and white T shirts adorned with red words: ‘Need to build blocks on

the No. 1 playground’, ‘Tai Hang Tung Estate’. They created slogans to say who they were

and what they wanted. Thinking that it was important for others to be able to identify who

they were as ‘nobody’ (meaning that no one knew them, in contrast with the Councillors),

they constructed two identities which they foregrounded in the negotiation process.

‘We have worked hard and contributed to the prosperity of Hong Kong’

It is not uncommon to find older persons calling themselves ‘Old Hong Kong’ ( ), an

expression emphasising that they have lived here for fifty years since they fled from main-

land China after the Communist takeover in 1949. This notion was apparent in the slogan

used by older persons who participated in a 2000 petition against increased charges for medi-

cal services: ‘we created the prosperity but we cannot share it through medical welfare for

the elderly’ ( ). These activists also reminded officials and the

public of their social contributions by presenting themselves as a ‘Grandparent’ tree which

had produced ‘golden’ fruit.22

In a well-known argument, Norman Miners claimed that the apathy of Hong Kong people

could be explained by their ‘refugee’ status in a colony where people dared not object to the

government or the authorities.23 However, if we contrast this with the arguments made by

the older women, it is clear that Miner’s thesis is unsustainable as a generalisation in two

ways. First, it does not apply to those many refugees who have now spent more than fifty

years in Hong Kong and regard it as a home which they are not willing to leave. Second, it

does not allow for their contribution to building a society and their work for the economic

development of Hong Kong.

As the women I interviewed said:

Hai, we older persons have done the hard labour … was Hong Kong so very prosperous in

the past? … We have helped to build houses; (we) carried the bricks one by one … [Life]

was so difficult in Hong Kong at that time. If not for us, this very group of older persons,

how could it be so prosperous? Are you enjoying it right now?

Older persons with their ‘refugee’ background think that if they have contributed to the

society they deserve a better life as they grow old and the government should take better care

of them.24 The social movements in which older persons widely participate have very largely

adopted this belief which is widespread amongst older groups in our society. I would argue,

however, that it is also shaped by the embedded cultural demand of the wider society for
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‘reasonable and sensible action’. Most older persons are very concerned to convince the gen-

eral public that they ‘have made a reasonable demand’ to the government as they appeal for

the public’s consent to those demands.

‘We have been living there for so many years …’

‘The cow which first ploughed the field’ ( ) is another term popularly used to describe

the situation of the older generations who worked hard when the situation of Hong Kong

was very poor (the 1950s to the 1960s). Applying this argument to the THT estate, the older

women emphasised that they went there when the estate was far from well established,

and they should be able to stay when they grew old.

The living history of their estate over half a century repeatedly came up in our conver-

sations and also figured on their banners. One example was: ‘We moved in here to be the

cow to plough the field, we want to stay on the same estate in later life’ (

). Another slogan also found in their petitions was: ‘We have spent half a life-

time in Tai Hang Tung, we just want to settle nearby’ ( ). In their

more detailed claims, they described how badly they had suffered in the early days from

overcrowding and a poor environment:

A: When I first moved in, it was just like a prison, not even one window, nothing at all.

B: … all empty, just one empty flat.

A: … like a prison …

B: The walls, the walls are in poor condition …

C: Two people (share) one unit, a space for you and one for me…

A: Just half of the flat …

A: We thirteen people lived in one unit.

B: My son was nine, not even ten years old when we moved in (they counted him) half a

person. We lived near the door, when the door is open, no more space, right? So poor …

The buildings were unsafe and needed supporting structures to prevent their collapse. When

the women claimed that the blocks were widely recognised as unfit for human habitation,

the implication was that they had stayed there anyway and had worked to create a decent

place to live, so they should be able to enjoy the prosperity. This approach is prevalent

generally in older persons’ movements, reflecting as it does the view held by people who

came to Hong Kong as refugees from mainland China and elsewhere that they are deserving

because they have made a contribution, not because of any abstract ‘entitlement’ as a citizen

or as a member of a society. The colonial government also shaped the related view that Hong

Kong people should always rely on themselves to secure a better life, rather than making

demands on the government.
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Gender issues

My observation is that older women reacted to criticism in a subtle way that avoided directly

arguing over older women’s prescribed roles but rather involved insisting on ‘being taken

care of’ instead of ‘sacrificing themselves for the young’. They accept and have adapted to

their physical deficiencies, but they resist the role of ‘carers’ and the expectations imposed

on them of being able to tolerate hardships, of not having many more years to live, and of

being willing to sacrifice themselves for others. At the same time, the caring role has shifted

to one of mutual support between the older women themselves in their capacity as neigh-

bours who have long lived together in the same estate and can take care of each other as they

grow old.

In the process of getting new homes as they wished, the group had to negotiate and resist

their appropriation as ‘older women’ who should be docile and do what they were told. As

the print news and TV coverage at the time made clear, it was widely seen to be inappro-

priate for older women to fight or compete with school students since such women should

be ‘caring’ and ‘sacrificing’ for others, especially the young. In some cases, the women also

faced challenges from their own family members (especially their children) over whether

they should get involved in this type of social movement. However, to everyone’s surprise,

the women resisted the caring role and refused to sacrifice themselves this time. Through-

out the negotiation process, the women actively construed old age as, on the one hand, a

state of needing to be taken care of, and, on the other, a position of demanding that their

special needs should be addressed. At the same time, they circulated a new model of the

caring role of older women as one of taking care of themselves, also extending this to a mutual

support and caring amongst the members of older group.

In doing so, these older women went beyond constructing themselves as contributing

members of Hong Kong society and as long-term residents of the THT estate by attaching

a new meaning to a caring role which had been taken for granted but not widely discussed.

They represented older women as capable of a self care supported by mutual care, thus tran-

scending their social status as ‘merely’ older women who must die sooner or later; positioning

themselves as carers in this way, they were no longer ‘unproductive’ members of society who

should not have a voice. This was a powerful weapon for Ms Choi and her group to fight

back against community objections, and at the same time this practice of care sustained their

movement and held the loyalty of their supporters. No longer at the periphery of the move-

ment, older women emerged as core actors in a type of ‘social petitioning process’ which has

been largely ignored in social movement research studies.

In a longer paper, I would compare the women’s self-representations and narrative accounts

with the way their story was represented in other sectors: by the media, in teaching materials
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used for social work diploma training,25 and in pamphlets produced by various welfare organ-

izations. While differing, these circuits of representation are not easily separated; the media

are always closely linked to social movements, functioning as an important site for politics

as well as a source for meaning construction, and the THT campaign was no exception. It is

all the more important, then, to ask how the older women themselves understand their

images in the media and in social work and social movement discourse; how they perceived

the media audience (‘the public’) whom they hoped to reach; and how their own theories of

communication and persuasion shaped their actions. Difficult to research and to analyse,

these complex issues are beyond the scope of this article.

In order to approach them adequately, however, it is vital to understand that the multiple

identities of older women in Hong Kong are much more fluid than the thin, rigid stereotypes

of older women’s poor, disabled, self-sacrificing lives can allow for. Contrasting and even

contradictory at times, these identities were shaped and affirmed by the THT women as a

basis for exercising a very public mode of social and political agency. By discovering and

mobilising a ‘positive’ side to being frail and vulnerable in old age, they gained what they

wanted and exercised power in the process.26 This power did not end with their victory in

being given new blocks on their old estate; the women went on to negotiate with the Housing

Authority over the design of their new flats. They suggested signposts to help older women

identify which wing of the building they were in, and handrails in the lift lobby, along the

corridors and on the specially designed fire prevention door located in the corridor for their

convenience, but otherwise too heavy for them to move. Older women are capable of saying

what they need in their homes and they can decide what counts as a safe place for them.

A great deal of attention is given in Hong Kong as elsewhere to ‘masking’ the signs of age,

and as Eileen Fairhurst has remarked the effort to keep on looking younger may be less about

fears of losing physical attractiveness than a matter of fearing the sad social destiny attached

to old age, despite a growing recognition and assertion, both in the literature and in the voices

and actions of older adults themselves, that being old does not inevitably mean that one is

senile, tired, sickly and frail.27 On the other hand, ageing itself may also be used as a mask;

my study suggests that women in Hong Kong use their ageing bodies to hide youthful iden-

tities that are not considered appropriate or congruent with social expectations of how an

‘old lady’ should look and act.28 Featherstone and Hepworth have introduced the concept

of ‘the mask of age’, arguing that serious tension is generated between public images and the

personal perception of elderly people;29 as they note elsewhere, this is of increasing concern

to those who work with older people.30 I would further widen our sense of ageing as a ‘mask’

to encompass the culturally shaped politics of ageing women in Hong Kong who use their

age to hide their powerful abilities; they use the mask to negotiate with government officials

to obtain their independence in later life.
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