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Abstract 

This dissertation is an ethnographic investigation of public housing estates in 

contemporary Hong Kong. While public housing estates and their residents have been 

negatively represented in official narratives, this dissertation draws on Pierre 

Bourdieu’s theory of culture and class to analyse the stigmatisation of public housing 

estates and frames it as an issue of class politics over a difference in values arising 

between the neoliberal government (the dominant class) and poorer populations (the 

dominated class). It inquires into the impacts of territorial stigmatisation on making 

places, forming groups and shaping the culture of the actual settings of public housing 

estates in the historical context of the neoliberalisation of public housing. As the central 

enquiry covers the issues of territorial stigma and internal culture on public housing 

estates, this dissertation integrates a Bourdieusian approach of class with insights from 

Oscar Lewis’s theory of poverty culture. Based on the ethnographical data collected 

from 2014 to 2019 in a mega-estate neighbourhood, called ‘Immortal’, this dissertation 

examines the everyday stigmatised experience in the aspects of internal culture, sense 

of place belonging and residential aspiration of a group of estate residents who have 

suffered poverty for generations. It takes an actor-orientated perspective and makes 

sense of how the residents develop everyday survival strategies, value their deprived 

neighbours and neighbourhood, and shape their residential aspirations when public 

concern and social empathy are either limited or absent. Above all, this dissertation 

challenges the prevailing narrative of public housing from the ‘powers that be’ by 

producing an alternative narrative from ‘below’, arguing that the constant 

stigmatisation of poorer communities in public housing estates unavoidably leads to 

further economic polarisation, social inequality, and, ultimately, housing injustice. It 

suggests that revitalising public housing development via the destigmatisation of public 

housing estates is the most constructive way to build a fairer society in neo-liberal Hong 

Kong.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

-- Witnessing the Backlash of Social Devaluations, Understanding the Territorial 

Stigma of Public Housing Estates 

 

For the real question is whether the ‘brighter future’ is really always so distant. 

What if, on the contrary, it has been here for a long time already, and only 

our own blindness and weakness has prevented us from seeing it around us 

and within us, and kept us from developing it? 

—Václav Havel, The Power of the Powerless (2015:96) 

 

Since early June 2019, Anti-Extradition Law Amendment Bill Movements 

(AELABM) have been triggered by the notorious proposal to pass the Extradition Law 

Amendment Bill. In a short period, five major claims (namely withdrawing the 

Extradition Bill; dropping charges against arrested protestors; retracting the 

proclamation that protests were riots; conducting independent investigation into police 

brutality; and implementing universal suffrages for the Legislative Council and the 

Chief Executive) and two main slogans (‘Five Demands, Not One Less’ and ‘Liberate 

Hong Kong, the Revolution of Our Times’) of the AELABM were widely supported 

across Hong Kong society and loudly shouted in the streets. Waves of large-scale 

protests and occupying actions against the government spread rapidly throughout all 18 

Council Districts. When I wrote up my dissertation at the end of 2019, AELABM came 

to the Immortal District, and specifically the Immortal, a mega-estate neighbourhood 

in which I was born and bred and conducted my ethnographic investigations.  

Due to the accumulated impacts of territorial prejudice against public housing 

estates and social stereotypes of poor residents, Immortal was accidentally transformed 

from a submissive neighbourhood to a rebellious base aligned against the government. 

Being a defamed location, Immortal has been devalued and excluded from the rest of 

society. Its residents, therefore, had not explicitly indicated their positions on the 

movement, as they implicitly considered themselves not a part of the wider society and, 

therefore, irrelevant to any social involvements or civic participation. Many of them 

had been aware of the implicit injustice underlying the bill, but were not interested in 

becoming involved. Instead, they preferred that everything remained as a status quo, 

focusing on their job survival and familial obligations in which they found their worth. 

Apart from some college students, who had more time and received a more substantive 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/374517
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education, spread some lobbying posts of the AELABM and established some informal 

notice boards, known locally as ‘Lennon Walls’, there had been no other resistance 

actions against the government.  

However, Immortal changed its position and its residents started to play an active 

role in the AELABM because the innocent neighbourhood had been unfairly treated 

and physically abused by the riot police based on social stereotyping and territorial 

prejudice. The more radicalised actions of Immortal residents could be traced back to a 

peaceful night in early August 2019. Having got through keen battles elsewhere,  a 

couple of black-shirted AELABM protestors went into the neighbourhood to escape 

from the containment cordon of the riot police after they had broken CCTVs and 

painted their slogans against the government on the walls of the police station on the 

outskirts of the neighbourhood. Tens of fully equipped riot police, who had taken the 

vandalism personally and felt that their authority had been offended, then chased the 

black-shirted protestors through the centre of the Immortal neighbourhood.  However, 

they failed to find any black-shirted protestors and discovered only ordinary residents. 

Without detailed investigation or strong justification they suddenly invaded the 

Immortal neighbourhood with acts of violence and thereby engaged previously 

innocent residents in the upheaval as many were both physically hurt and arrested.  

They sought offenders within the neighbourhood and questioned residents that they 

found. Ignoring the live broadcasts of several reporters, the riot police looked 

unfriendly and abused their power because they did not consider those who had been 

stopped and questioned as being worthy of respect. The police hid their identity cards 

in their suits, set up cordon lines in the estate, shouted foul language at residents, dashed 

into the busy Mass Transit Railway (MTR) station without warning, and roamed the 

neighbourhood, knocking down innocent residents in pyjamas and sneakers who were 

just commuting, walking or meeting friends in the streets as usual.  

Having witnessed the injustice in person and seen the live broadcasts, more and 

more public housing residents, who felt that their neighbours and homes had been 

violated, vacated the public housing towers surrounding the scene to voice their 

concerns, urging police to release those arrested and asking the riot police to leave their 

neighbourhood. They reacted angrily, shouting ‘Get Off’ (sau gung), ‘Damn Wankers’ 
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(sei fu gaai), ‘Triad Society’ (hak se wui), ‘Damn Black/Bad Cops’ (sei hak ging)1, and 

‘Mother Fuckers’ (diu nei lou mou) at the riot police. Having read the triggered 

responses as intentional confrontations, the riot police not only failed to make things 

clear with those witnesses who were at the scene, but insisted on arresting a middle-

aged man who had been taken simply because he had pointed out the misbehaviour of 

the riot police loudly and defensively. In this regard, many public housing residents 

who demanded justice kept on approaching the police officers to protest and negotiate. 

However, the riot police appeared disinterested in explaining their actions or talking 

with the crowd and instead they elected to charge the unarmed residents who had 

surrounded them, deploying pepper spray, police batons and tempered shields because 

they considered their authority to have been disrespected and their path blocked.  

The ignorance of the demands of the residents and the use of violence to suppress 

protests triggered the emotions of the entire neighbourhood, and more and more 

residents then assembled to protest for justice, some even reacting by throwing items 

such as plastic bottles, umbrellas, or newspapers in defence. Although the reactions of 

the residents had not resulted in substantial damage or injury to the riot police, more 

riot police were sent to the scene to control the crowd and liberate the blocked road. 

Although the arrested man had since gone, discontented residents, whose voices had 

not been heard, refused to leave. More than a hundred riot police and hundreds of public 

housing residents were engaged in a standoff in a junction, making the summer night 

more heated than usual. Without thinking of alternative strategies, the riot police again 

reacted even more violently, using tear gas to disperse the unarmed residents. Along 

with the fast-spreading white smoke of tear gas, the visibility inside the neighbourhood 

became very poor within a very short time. However, some of the fleeing residents were 

still unwilling to return home and kept shouting at the police from a distance. As a 

consequence, the riot police then reacted by implementing an informal ‘curfew’. In 

order to threaten the unsettled residents not to go out, they increased their show of force, 

patrolling through the neighbourhood, questioning and frequently arresting anyone they 

saw out in the streets for the remainder of the night. 

                                                       
1  ‘Black’ here does not have any relationship with racism. ‘Black’ here in the context of Chinese 

languages refers to ‘being bad’, ‘being corrupted’ or ‘being inconscient’.  
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Illustration 1.1. A Scene of Fear in a Highway of the Neighbourhood 

- Riot Police’s Marching to Crack Protestors Down 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (August 2019) 

Illustration 1.2. A Scene of Violence in Interchange Station (Outward)  

– A Trajectory of Firing Tear Gas in the Dark 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (August 2019) 
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Although the overnight protests had, unfortunately, been suppressed by the use of 

tear gas and an informal ‘curfew’, by the sunrise the next day, local conflicts between 

riot police and public housing residents became even more severe, frequent, and violent 

in nature, a pattern that worsened over the coming months due to the widening disparity 

of views arising between the two blocs. On one side, the estate residents felt disgraced 

and believed that it was unacceptable to see their neighbourhood where their families, 

friends and neighbours had lived for generations being destroyed and abused by police 

violence. They realised that they had worked very hard to support themselves and asked 

for nothing from the rest of society, so it was entirely pointless to invade the 

neighbourhood in such a militaristic manner. On the other side, the riot police, who had 

shared the common prejudices about the estate, became ever more hostile and harsh 

when dealing with dissenting residents. They realised that they were local residents, 

and thus socially inferior, so their actions would not be disputed or complained about. 

This divergence of views resulted in an escalating conflict between the two blocs. 

In dealing with such large-scale protests, the government adopted a more 

provocative and confrontational approach that August. As though it had forgotten the 

pointless arrests of irrelevant citizens and indiscriminate attacks by riot police, the 

government not only ignored the claims of the protestors, but also used the actions of 

radical protestors as a pretext to side-track the demands behind more peaceful protests. 

On August 11th, Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor Carrie (2019), the Chief Executive (CE),  neither 

responded to the protestors’ claims nor apologised for the abuse of power in the form 

of police brutality.  She did however condemn the behaviour of the protestors as follows:  

The economy is very important for every one of us in Hong Kong, but a small 

minority of people have said they do not mind destroying Hong Kong's 

economy, they have no stake in the society that so many people helped to 

build. That's why they resort to all this violence and obstruction, causing true 

damage to the economy and daily life of people. 

Open confrontations between riot policemen and Immortal residents unsurprisingly 

became far more intense and fierce, since those protestors who demanded justice had 

become officially known as ‘rioters’ who shared ‘no stake in the society’. Since that 

speech was made, the police had increased their military measures to manage the 

rebellious Immortal mega-estate, with tear gas, pepper spray, rubber bullets, sponge 

grenades and pistols being widely, randomly and pointlessly deployed to restore order 
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(see Illustration 1.1.). They even installed more CCTV cameras, increased the number 

of police patrols, and created undercover teams to monitor unsettled residents and 

suppress any form of anticipated protests. Male estate residents, who had protested in 

the streets, were called ‘damn cockroaches’ (sei gaat zaat), while female residents, who 

managed the posts on the ‘Lennon Walls’, were referred to as ‘stinky prostitutes’ (cau 

gai), and anyone looking young or wearing all black was suspected, stopped, sought, 

questioned pointlessly and even arrested. As the memories of the violent abuse and 

protest suppression had become inscribed on the minds of residents, the riot police were 

often surrounded and complained to by some annoyed and fearless (usually middle-to-

old age) residents. Many Immortal residents, therefore, had learnt to say ‘Immortal 

doesn’t welcome you, go back to your popo (dogs’) houses’2 whenever they met the 

police in the neighbourhood. The relationship between riot police and local residents 

continued to deteriorate (see Illustration 1.2.).  

Illustration 1.3. A Scene of Anger in a Lennon Wall  

- A Floor Painting of ‘We Will Never Forgive Popo (Dogs/ Riot Police)’ 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (September 2019)  

Note: Both Chinese and English expressions share the same meanings 

                                                       
2 ‘Dogs’ here in the context of Chinese languages symbolize ‘shameful’, ‘disgraceful’ and ‘low-ranked’ 

creatures. 
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Illustration 1.4. A Scene of Brutality in a Sideway 

- Remains of Tear Gas Cartridges and Rubber Bullets 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (October 2019) 

From early August to late October, Immortal had become a hotspot of resistance 

and suppression (see Illustration 1.3. and Illustration 1.4.).  Local resistance in the form 

of peaceful protests and occupation actions and police suppression in the form of stop-

and-search neighbourhood patrols and disproportionately forceful street dismissals had 

continued to occur almost every weekend and especially on public holidays. Subjected 

to territorial discriminations and social bias, many mega-estate neighbourhoods like 

Immortal experienced severe police brutality during the same period, because living in 

public housing estates residents had been placed in a ‘fucked’ (inferior) position to 

voice out in society’3. Being one of the most rebellious estates, Immortal had broken a 

                                                       
3 Like the case of Immortal, conflicts between riot police and public housing residents were triggered in 

Tai Wai estate neighbourhood in the late night on 3rd October. Public housing residents were badly treated 

because they were not seen as a respectable social group. When the riot police expelled, chased and 

sought protestors, they got innocent people involved and hurt. Therefore, public housing residents kept 

protesting the police brutality. Feeling annoyed and offended, a riot policeman, as though he had 

forgotten he was being broadcast live, loudly and repeatedly shouted at those public housing residents. 

He questioned their qualities and qualification to complain and protest with a provoking clause, ‘When 
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number of records for brutality before any large-scale protests or occupation actions 

eventually died out in late December. Although Immortal was not the most bloodily 

suppressed neighbourhood in the territory, it was believed to be the first such estate to 

have experienced tear gas assaults to quell battles between riot policemen and residents. 

It was once the most violently suppressed location, where social order was maintained 

by tear gas and pistols. According to the police statistics and media coverage, it once 

received more than 300 hundred tear gas cannisters (about one-third of the territory’s 

total) on a single day in August and was also subjected to small arms fire in October. 

The excessive use of tear gas and pepper spray were reported to be especially harmful 

to all creatures in the neighbourhood in late December. Animals, including pet dogs and 

wild birds, were found either sick or dead. Many local residents reported a range of 

symptoms on their skin and in their digestive and respiratory systems, even where they 

had stayed home without joining the protests. Some felt itchy sensations on their skin, 

some experienced abdominal upsets, others had difficulties in breathing, while some 

suffered from severe coughs and frequent episodes of diarrhoea. However, no social 

justice or medical interventions ensued and no compensation was offered to Immortal 

residents. Although the escalation from purely symbolic to physical protest had turned 

Immortal into a conflict zone and resulted in the shedding of both blood and tears, 

neither government officials, nor policymakers were held accountable for the police 

brutality or any societal suffering on the ground. 

It is notable that both the police brutality and the radicalised resistance have 

informed the very issues of territorial inequality, economic polarisation, and social 

division that was rife within the territory. Specifically, the radicalised resistance of 

Immortal residents against the government was not only an indication of local 

opposition against the Extradition Law Amendment Bill, but it also represented the 

backlash against territorial prejudice against public housing estates and the class 

exclusion of poorer residents. It should not, therefore, be narrowly known as a brutal 

incident of how protestors were violently abused like wild animals being trained in the 

zoo by the riot police, but rather widely considered as a sad social phenomenon of how 

                                                       

you are living in public housing estates, what fucking position do you have (to voice out) in society?’ It 

resulted in widespread coverage in local newspapers the next day (see Apple Daily, 2019; Standnews, 

2019).  
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poor populations are structurally devalued, disciplined and left behind by the 

government and the rest of society. More specifically, the escalating level of police 

brutality against innocent and protesting Immortal residents has highlighted an open 

and clear message that any unreasonable form of imposition or exploitation is permitted 

when there is no value or respect for public housing residents. Subjected to the 

structural forces of public housing devaluation and poverty exclusion, public housing 

estates, together with their poor residents, have been not been viewed as respectable 

locations in which to live and that was why public housing residents were negatively 

associated and unfairly treated in the protests. Even though they had not been protestors 

against the government, they were nonetheless suspected, sought, hurt, questioned and 

arrested by riot police for no valid reason. Hence, the more ridiculous public housing 

residents felt, the more rebellious their reactions in seeking respect and justice. To make 

the voices of public housing residents heard in their search for respect, this dissertation 

intends to understand how public housing estates have long been a contributing factor 

to the issues of territorial stigmatisation and social exclusion within the territory. It 

examines the impacts of territorial stigmatisation in sociologically shaping class and 

culture in public housing estates within the neoliberal context of Hong Kong.  

1.1. Context and Setting 

Concerning social conditions and economic standing, Hong Kong nowadays could 

be described as an advanced capitalist society, although the processes of 

industrialisation after World War II and deindustrialization since the 1980s are 

relatively recent. According to the 2016 Population By-Census of the Census and 

Statistics Department, the population of Hong Kong has reached 7.34 million, more 

than double that of 1961. Although Hong Kong is an immigrant society in which around 

40% of the population was not born in Hong Kong, its population shares similar cultural 

and ethnic backgrounds in that around 95% are ethnically Chinese and up to 90% are 

Cantonese speakers. It is also a rapidly ageing society, with those classified as elderly 

increasing to 16% of the population, while children comprise fewer than 11% of the 

extant population because both women and men are postponing marriage with 1 in 6 

persons aged from 40-49 normally remaining unmarried. Despite persistent social 

unrest, growing economic inequality, and choking urban density, Hong Kong has one 

of the highest life expectancies in which men and women live 81.3 years and 87.3 years 
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on average, respectively.  It has a huge and energetic labour force of around 4 million. 

It is one of the wealthiest cities in the world, with a gross domestic product (GDP) and 

GDP per capita of $2,358.6 billion dollars and $321,045 dollars, respectively. The 

financial status of the government is very healthy, wherein the actual level of annual 

public expenditure is around $494,816 million (with a 6% annual growth year-on-year), 

and the consolidated surplus and reserve balance are recorded as $111,072 million and 

$953,960 million, respectively (figures for 2016). Regardless of this, the public budget 

for the housing sector as approved by the neoliberal government and its policymakers 

is restricted to $28,875 million, only 6% of entire expenditure and roughly 3% of the 

reserve balance in 2016 (HKSAR, 2017b).  

Like other advanced capitalist societies in Europe and North America, Hong Kong 

has evolved severe economic polarisation and housing inequalities. The situation for 

the poor has become ever more fragile and precarious, in which redundant workers who 

were formerly engaged within industrial sectors have become the new ‘working poor’ 

when they are absorbed into positions at the bottom of the service sectors that are 

blighted by low/no incomes from zero-hour contracts. This followed Hong Kong’s 

transformation from a manufacturing base into a centre for finance and services after 

the 1980s. The Gini coefficient, which indicates the degree of economic polarisation in 

terms of income, is extremely high. It increased from 0.451 in 1981 to 0.539 in 2016 

(Census and Statistics Department, Various years; Legislative Council Secretariat 

Research Office, 2016). Profits/capital accumulated from economic growth over the 

past three decades were accompanied by unchecked speculations within the private 

housing market, earning Hong Kong the title of ‘the least affordable city’ in which to 

live in the entire world. The median market price for private housing, which is 

indicative of the general situation within the housing market, is 18.1 times the median 

annual income. This is to say that an ‘ordinarily’ priced private house was worth the 

equivalent of a ‘fair’ monthly income saved for more than 18 years with ‘zero’ 

expenditures in 2016 (Demographia, 2017). The market price of private housing has 

since increased to unaffordable levels, wherein middle-class professionals, including 

lawyers and doctors, from among the highest incomes have now openly complained 

about the market-oriented policy and the failure to provide private affordable housing 

via phone-in radio broadcasts (Oriental News, 2009). Despite the rise of neoliberal 

thinking in terms of public housing policy, public housing estates have become less 
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universally accessible than they once were. The poor residents, regardless of their pains 

from deindustrialisation and their contributions to economic growth are being 

threatened with displacement from their public housing estates and being pushed to the 

private housing market under the guise of the privatisation of the public housing sector. 

All of the major public facilities (including commercial premises and car parks via 

LINK) and around 474,000 housing units (including 333,000 units via home ownership 

and other schemes, and 141,000 units via the Tenant Purchase Scheme) that comprise 

some sixty percent of the total housing stock, have been privatized since the beginning 

of 2019 (Housing Authority, Various Years). 

The unexpected transformations of Immortal from a submissive neighbourhood to 

a rebellious base has informed us as to the central issues of territorial stigmatisation and 

social exclusion within contemporary Hong Kong, in which poor populations within 

public housing estates suffer from being insulted, exploited, or even abused in many 

forms simply because of who they are and where they live on under the dominant aegis 

of ‘profit before people’. In addition to basic schooling, unemployment assistance, 

disability allowance, retirement schemes, medical care and hospitality, public housing 

provision is one of the essential elements of social provision which has benefited up to 

a third of the seven million people living within the territory. The neoliberal government 

has invented an official narrative of public housing to shift its responsibilities away 

from housing the poor and to justify its measures to exclude the poor from the private 

housing market. Through producing such a destructive narrative, one that stigmatises 

the poor residents on public housing estates through a series of illusive representations 

and stereotypes, the government makes excuses so as to downsize its support for and 

obligations to provide public housing, thereby shifting its responsibility for housing the 

poor to the market. A series of groundless measures to detect, manage and even exclude 

poorer residents from their constitutional right to decent housing has been the 

consequence. The cumulative effects of devaluing both the poor and their 

neighbourhoods within the narrative of public housing have resulted in a substantial 

decline in public housing provision. Not only have more than 780,000 public housing 

households been threatened with displacement, but around 300,000 applicant 

households on the long waiting list suffer from a lack of access to decent and safe 

housing in ‘the least affordable city’ in the world. 
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1.2. Research Scope and Subject 

This historical context of the neoliberalisation of public housing policy since 

the 1980s has led to my concern as to how territorial stigmatisation socially impacts the 

poor communities within public housing estates in contemporary Hong Kong. My study 

draws on Pierre Bourdieu’s cultural theory of class and examines the issues of stigma 

activation and class exclusion on public housing estates through his concepts of 

‘symbolic violence’, ‘misrecognition’, and ‘social space’. The narrative/representation 

of public housing estates as being a battlefield for the class politics of ‘value’ is 

considered, and the official stigmatisation of public housing estates as being a dynamic 

process of cultural devaluation and social exclusion is discussed. Adding the intellectual 

insights from Oscar Lewis's theory on poverty culture within Pierre Bourdieu’s 

framework, this research adopts an ethnographical realist position that represents the 

social agency of poor actors without romanticising their problematic situations within 

the actual settings of public housing estates. Engaging with the extant literature on 

territorial stigmatisation in advanced capitalist societies, this study broadens the 

research scope by pointing away from issues of stigma activation to the internal culture 

of poor neighbourhoods within the literature pertaining to territorial stigmatisation. 

To answer my academic queries, I have conducted ethnographic investigations by 

staying within the estate neighbourhood and getting in touch with residents from my 

established network from 2014 to 2019 in a mega-estate neighbourhood called 

‘Immortal’ in which I was both born and bred. Based on the ethnographic data collected 

during this period, I examine the everyday stigmatised experience of its internal culture, 

sense of place belonging, and residential aspirations from the perspective of a group of 

working-class residents who have suffered the effects of poverty for generations. I 

adopt an actor-orientated perspective and seek to make sense of how the residents 

develop their everyday survival strategies, value their deprived neighbours and 

neighbourhood, and essentially shape their residential aspirations when public concern 

and social empathy are either limited or altogether absent. To discuss the social impacts 

of stigma activation, my study intends to challenge the prevailing narrative of public 

housing from ‘above’ by producing an alternative narrative from ‘below’ and argues 

that the constant stigmatisation of poor communities in public housing estates 

unavoidably leads to economic polarisation, social inequality, and housing injustice. I 
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argue that revitalising public housing developments via a process of destigmatising 

public housing estates is the most constructive way to build a fairer society in neo-

liberal Hong Kong. 

1.3. Research Significance 

In terms of conceptual advance, this study widens the conventional research scope 

and offers original data for our understanding of the sociology of stigma and cultural 

class analysis. Using Pierre Bourdieu’s cultural framework of class with an emphasis 

on place, this study offers an integrated analysis that connects different concerns from 

two scattered bodies of the stigmatisation literature in respect of class formation and 

urban inequality. The study includes Oscar Lewis’s intellectual legacy on poverty 

culture and points away from the extant themes of the current stigmatisation literature 

from (gendered) class formation and placemaking towards an internal culture. As such, 

it is not only one of the pioneering works on the issues of stigma activation and class 

exclusion in neoliberal Hong Kong, but also one of the very few applications of cultural 

class analysis, an approach that relies heavily on Pierre’s Bourdieu’s cultural theory of 

class to understand contemporary class dynamics within urban Asia.  

Regarding social justice, this research is positioned as an alternative account to the 

official narrative that public housing estates foster a fairer and better society. My 

version asserts that building up ‘protective nets’ in terms of valuations and respects 

minimise the ‘symbolic casualties’ of the subjugated underclass in the class war. This 

study echoes recent calls to reduce ‘recognition gaps’, which Michèle Lamont (2018) 

has termed the issues of growing inequality in these times of neoliberalism, through 

offering an alternative vignette and adding more value and positive names to the 

locations and residents of public housing estates in contemporary Hong Kong. By ways 

of destigmatising public housing estates, it makes a strong claim to revitalise public 

housing development in neoliberal Hong Kong. 

1.4. Chapter Organisation 

The main purpose of this research is to produce a class-specific community study 

within a stigmatised neighbourhood of the sprawling public housing estates of 

neoliberal Hong Kong. Each chapter takes an actor-orientated perspective to make 
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sense of the meanings of everyday life of the poor residents and to reveal the social 

impacts of territorial stigmatisation on the shaping of class and culture in the public 

housing estate. All the chapters offer lived stories of class exclusion and an alternative 

means of analysing public housing estates and poor populations from the social to the 

local level. 

After introduction to this research, Chapter 2 offers a historical overview of the rise 

of stigmatised public housing estates in neoliberal Hong Kong. The chapter focuses on 

the evolution of negative representations of public housing estates as produced by the 

government and mass media over different epochs during public housing development. 

Its overall objective is to configure the official practice of stigma activation within the 

historical context of the neoliberalisation of social policy. It scrutinises how the 

negative images of public housing estates in the official narrative have been built up 

without convincing evidence, and illustrates the impact of institutional prejudice and 

social stereotypes upon public housing estates and their poor residents over time. The 

chapter argues that the immediate consequences of the stigmatising activation of public 

housing estates, which can be traced back to the period of neoliberalisation of public 

housing policy, has resulted in the social marginalisation of poor residents in public 

housing estates. 

Chapter 3 offers an analytical framework through which to study the issues of 

stigma activation and class exclusion across the public housing estates identified in 

neoliberal Hong Kong within the previous chapter. The chapter reviews the extant 

literature on stigmatisation associated with Pierre Bourdieu, referred to as ‘cultural 

class analysis’. Through introducing Pierre Bourdieu’s analytical framework of culture 

and class, the chapter examines the class politics of the values underlying prevailing 

narratives and explains the power of narration on social division. By drawing on recent 

working-class literature within the two major areas of gender formation and territorial 

exclusion, some limitations of the current literature and unresolved lines of 

investigation into stigmatisation are also explored. By including Oscar Lewis’s 

intellectual legacy on poverty culture, a new research direction that frames selected 

cases of stigmatised public housing estates is elucidated. By referring to some critiques 

of stigma and knowledge, the chapter discusses the significance of this body of research 

and advocates destigmatising public housing estates in neoliberal Hong Kong. The 
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chapter posits that studying stigmatised public housing estates within Hong Kong is 

beneficial in developing a new research agenda on stigma activation and poverty culture 

and for testifying as to the applicability of Perrier Bourdieu’s theories in urban Asia.  

Having established an analytical framework and elaborated the research questions, 

Chapter 4 contains the author’s reflections on both the methodological issues and 

ethnographic encounters that characterised the fieldwork. Through highlighting the 

literature on urban ethnography, this chapter touches on some critical methodological 

principles and characters which have since guided the process of data collection and 

analysis during the study of a ‘mega-neighbourhood’ of public housing estates, known 

as ‘Immortal’. In addition to my privileged access to and knowledge of the field, the 

chapter covers my reflections on my ethnographic memories and experiences and goes 

on to discuss how my sources of reflexivity have changed my knowledge. By ending 

with a precise introduction of the Immortal estate over different epochs, the chapter 

argues that being conscious of the ethnographic position of the Immortal estate and 

sensitive to ethnographic encounters provide the epistemological foundations and 

thereby both enhance the quality and authenticity of the ethnographic account of public 

housing estates presented.   

Having reviewed the literature and outlined the setting for the research, Chapters 

5, 6 and 7 are the three major empirical chapters that discuss the meanings behind three 

aspects of lived experience, namely internal culture, place belonging, and residential 

aspiration, which have been identified in public housing estates. These chapters focus 

on the impacts of territorial stigmatisation on local communities in my neighbourhood. 

Each chapter examines one selected aspect of everyday life on the public housing 

estates. Chapter 5 explores the relationship arising between the social devaluation of 

lifestyles and the local formation of the value system on public housing estates. It 

specifically examines how poor residents live within the local value system yet still 

consider their lifestyles meaningful even when they lack respect or support from the 

rest of society. The chapter offers a down-to-earth account of the poverty culture in an 

estate neighbourhood. It illustrates the meanings and values underpinning the everyday 

lifestyles of the poor residents on an estate neighbourhood and points out that current 

accounts of poverty culture are largely illusory and nonsensical. The chapter argues that 

the poverty culture is not in of itself harmful or groundless, but rather serves as a 
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functional and resource-driven motivation for the poor to survive in extreme situations 

of poverty given their economic inadequacy and social devaluation. 

Chapter 6 explores the relationship arising between poor and socially alienated 

residents and their defamed neighbourhoods, specifically examining how place 

identities are formed under the impact of territorial stigmatisation. The chapter 

illustrates how an estate neighbourhood is considered as having a high utility value by 

its poor residents, despite being thought of as having low symbolic value by the rest of 

society. This chapter reveals how the value of an estate neighbourhood, one which has 

been socially reduced and simplified to the notion of being an undeserving economic 

burden on society, is otherwise locally valued as an essential working-class bulwark 

against the discrimination and devaluation of working-class poverty, providing 

opportunity that is otherwise inaccessible to the residents. Through highlighting the 

ways in which poor residents identify themselves and claim to possess their place, it 

argues that an estate neighbourhood is not an economic burden that consumes monetary 

resources without substantial production, but rather it serves as an ideal home that 

produces an actual living space for the poor working-class in terms of economic, 

cultural social and psychological aspects. 

Chapter 7 explores the relationship arising between the institutional neglect of 

public housing and the local experience of residential deprivation. It examines how 

housing aspirations of the poor residents in Immortal are shaped by the local experience 

of territorial deprivation and social devaluation. Through highlighting spatial norms 

and utility consensus, this chapter illustrates how poor residents adjust their housing 

aspirations to fit their deprived environments when they are trapped within such public 

housing estates owing to a lack of social opportunities and economic resources. It 

argues that the residential environments of the public housing estate are barely 

functional and poorly built because their citizens’ rights to stable and sustainable homes 

are not always guaranteed. 

Chapter 8 serves as the conclusion to this research. By summarising all the 

principle data and arguments presented within the previous chapters, this chapter serves 

as a critical reflection for the entirety of the research and makes suggestions of how to 

deal with issues of territorial stigmatisation, economic polarisation, and social 
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inequality within public housing estates in neoliberal Hong Kong. This concluding 

chapter also serves to recognise the value of public housing estates in accommodating 

and protecting its local communities by alluding to intellectual insights in relation to 

four major areas of public housing estates, including the relationships between narrative 

and the class politics of value; local value and class culture; local inclusion and class 

belongings, and revitalisation and destigmatisation. Each area of reflection serves to 

restate the objectives and significance of the research within both theoretical and social 

contexts, with the various strands of the research converging upon the pressing need to 

revitalise public housing developments, principally via the destigmatisation of such 

public housing estates.   
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Chapter 2.  

Stigma Activation of Public Housing Estates in Neoliberal Hong Kong 

-- Activating Territorial Stigma, Putting Profits before People 

From the 1950s’ preoccupation with giving homes to as many as possible as 

quickly as possible with limited funds, we have moved steadily towards 

providing better housing: not just roofs over heads, but decent homes to live 

in. That has meant paying attention to the quality of construction, the quality 

of management and to the quality of the environment. On that last point, it is 

worth reflecting that the barren hills of 150 years ago are now for the most 

part covered in woodland, and that the bare concrete resettlement estates of 

the 1950's have been replaced by buildings of more pleasing aspect, laid out 

among ever more greenery, gardens and public facilities. That has been 

achieved despite the most intense demands for space from people, industry, 

business and traffic. 

—Rt Hon Christopher Patten, Opening Speech for the Housing Conference 

(1996: Paragraph 8) 

This small quote highlights the prevailing essence of the official narrative for 

public housing that was passed down from the colonial past to the post-colonial present 

after World War II. It talks about how the desperately poor population, who have only 

ever appealed for ‘roofs over heads’ were benevolently granted the privileges of decent 

homes when Hong Kong was successfully transformed from ‘the barren hills’ into 

‘buildings of more pleasing aspect’ through public housing developments. In actual fact, 

the official narrative of public housing, one which has assumed public housing policy 

to be a planned and progressive consequence is in fact neither precise, nor correct. 

When the Rt Hon Christopher Patten, the last Governor of British Hong Kong, openly 

celebrated the policy’s achievements, his colleagues had already (for over a decade) 

instigated a series of neoliberal projects to subject the aforementioned public housing 

system to market forces and privatise such transformative housing assets. Since the 

dawn of such neoliberal projects, the government has since repositioned its role from 

that of housing provider to market facilitator. To escape from its responsibilities of 

providing affordable housing to needy citizens and protecting public housing assets 

from being misappropriated and corrupted, the government has drawn upon the rhetoric 

of devaluation, using carefully chosen language to justify the rolling back of public 

housing policies and to depict public housing residents as scapegoats for their own 

austerity during the final two decades of the twentieth century. 
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This chapter offers a historical overview of the rise of such widely stigmatised 

public housing estates in neoliberal Hong Kong. The first section provides a brief 

history of the neoliberalisation of public housing. The key milestones of economic 

policy and housing provision are delineated.  The second section highlights the official 

production of stigmatised public housing estates, especially during the period following 

neoliberalisation when marketisation and privatisation projects were introduced and 

expanded across the public housing sector. The devaluing rhetoric employed within the 

official narrative of public housing provision is examined. The third section reveals 

how the emergent marginalities of poor residents within public housing estates were 

inherent to the negative representations of public housing estates within the official 

narrative. Institutional discrimination and authoritative opinions against public housing 

provision in light of such neoliberalism are scrutinised. The final section discusses the 

social costs underlying the rise of such stigmatised public housing estates after the 

period of public housing neoliberalisation. The lived realities and official 

representations of public housing estates are duly compared and contrasted.  

The overall objective of this chapter is to position the rise of stigmatised public 

housing estates within the historical context of the neoliberalisation of public housing. 

It focuses on the negative representations of public housing estates as produced by the 

neoliberal overnment and illustrates the impacts of institutional prejudice and social 

stereotyping on public housing estates and their poor residents. It points out that the 

negative representations of public housing estates that have been activated are 

essentially baseless. It argues that the stigmatising activation of public housing estates, 

which were triggered by the neoliberalisation of public housing policies, has effectively 

resulted in the social marginalisation of the poor residents in contemporary Hong Kong.  

2.1. The Neoliberalisation of the Public Housing System 

Since World War II, Hong Kong has undergone a series of profound economic 

transformations from a small regional entrepôt in the 1950s, to a world factory in the 

1980s and, more recently, to a global financial centre in the 1990s. This unexpected 

pace of economic growth and the outwardly smooth economic restructuring is widely 

referred to as an Asian ‘economic miracle’. Hong Kong is repeatedly characterised as 

a model ‘example of the free market system’ by such commentators as Nobel Laureate 

Milton Friedman and has been championed as the world’s ‘freest economy’ (for the 25 
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years prior to 2020) by the Heritage Foundation, an American think-tank. In fact its 

‘positive non-interventionist’ policy has been globally celebrated and locally 

recognised by both British Colonial and Chinese Post-Colonial Governments as ‘the 

successful formula’ underlying its post-war economic miracle (South China Morning 

Post, 2015; Heritage Foundation, 2020). ‘Positive non-interventionism’, a term that was 

originally coined in 1980 during the colonial administration of Charles Philip Haddon-

Cave, the then Financial Secretary, refers to the pragmatic and speculative manner in 

which the government offers services and welfare to its citizenry. As a variant of the 

‘laissez-faire’ principle, ‘positive non-interventionism’ believes that the market 

mechanism is the best, although selective forms of market intervention in the guise of 

welfare provisions are tolerated in some exceptional cases that may even hinder capital 

accumulations and market expansion. Therefore, ‘small government, big market’ is the 

preferred style of capitalism, wherein government interventions in the form of welfare 

provision should ideally remain minimal and limited to the provisions of the market 

unless the government is otherwise forced to respond fairly to market needs or to 

stimulate economic development (Friedman, 2006; Tsang, 2006). 

As the ‘positive non-interventionist’ policy is practiced pragmatically and 

speculatively, the welfare system of the territory is necessarily fragmented, ineffective, 

and incomprehensible. Specifically, reproduction-related policies such as housing, 

education and health care are mostly interventionist, while production-related policies 

such as incentives in industrial sectors and consumption-related policies like recreation 

and pensions are essentially limited, if not absent altogether. Far from offering a 

complex and solid policy that offers a compatible framework and sustainable schema 

of public service and welfare provision, the ‘positive non-interventionist’ policy that 

has so far been widely used to justify the limited scale and scope of welfare provision 

in practice functions more akin to a strategic and purposive rhetoric for the government 

through it may stigmatise the civic entitlements of its needier citizens, diminish social 

expectations of the active role of the government, and downsize public expenditure on 

social welfare to a minimum whenever the government is challenged by social activists, 

pressure groups, or deprived populations (Au Yeung and Wong, 2017; Chau and Chan, 

2020).  

Although Hong Kong has not been redacted from the list of welfare states of the 
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Global North, a relatively substantial system of public housing provision was formed 

under the ‘positive non-interventionist’ policy. The formation of public housing has 

been driven and shaped by the accrual of both pragmatic and speculative responses to 

satiate the need for continued economic development, pacify the crises of political 

legitimacy, and create space for the expansion of the housing market expansion. For 

instance, public housing provision was introduced in the 1950s when the government 

sought to subsidise labour costs for factory owners, taking control over land by freeing 

up space previously occupied by squatters. It was later expanded in the 1970s when the 

government introduced welfare reforms to pacify social discontent against ineffective 

policies and corrupt (unrepresentative) governments. It was rolled back when the 

government cut down fiscal expenditure on public housing developments through the 

marketisation and privatization of the welfare system during the 1980s (Wang and Yeh, 

1987; Castells, 1991; Smart, 2006). 

2.1.1. Introductory Phase (1953-1973): Population Growth and Squatter Clearance 

The beginning of public housing provision was an unintended consequence of a 

‘positive non-interventionist’ policy when the government was pressured by population 

growth to clear squatters. In the aftermath of World War II, any direct intervention in 

terms of public housing provision was almost absent. Official incentives of the non-

interventionist government were confined to granting loans and subsidising land 

purchases (at one-third of the market price) to two non-governmental organisations 

including the Hong Kong Housing Society and the Hong Kong Settlers Housing 

Cooperation, which sought to construct some working-class housing on a small scale. 

The subsequent massive influx of immigrants however intensified the demand for 

housing and loosened colonial control over the social order of Hong Kong. Post-war 

‘baby boomers’ returned as residents after the war, and numerous refugees (as well as 

later economic immigrants) from upheavals in Mainland China resulted in a continuous 

rise in the Chinese immigrant population. Despite the introduction of prompt border 

control measures in 1949 and the closure of the border with Mainland China in 1950, 

the Colonial Government could not effectively halt population growth or the spread of 

squatter areas in urban Hong Kong.  
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Table 2.1. Post-war Population Growth in Different Districts in Hong Kong from 1911 to 2016 

  Hong Kong Kowloon New Kowloon Marine New Territories Total 
Net 

Difference 

Growth 

Rate 

Year Number % Number % Number % Number % Number % Number % Number % 

1911 244,434  0.5  56,186  12.3  13,205  2.9  61,798  13.5  81,227  17.8  456,850  100  N.A. N.A. 

1921 347,401  55.6  113,961  18.2  9,487  1.5  71,154  11.4  83,163  13.3  625,166  100  168,316  36.8  

1931 409,203  48.7  240,386  28.6  22,634  2.7  70,093  8.3  98,157  11.7  840,473  100  215,307  34.4  

1961 1,004,875  32.1  725,177  23.2  852,849  27.3  136,802  4.4  409,945  13.1  3,129,648  100  2,289,175  272.4  

1966 1,030,970  31.2  290,180  8.8  1,342,650  40.6  102,520  3.1  542,600  16.4  3,308,920  100  179,272  5.7  

1971 996,183  25.3  716,272  18.2  1,478,581  37.6  79,894  2.0  665,700  16.9  3,936,630  100  627,710  19.0  

1976 1,026,870  23.3  749,600  17.0  1,628,880  37.0  59,200  1.3  938,440  21.3  4,402,990  100  466,360  11.8  

1981 1,183,621  23.7  2,449,021  49.1  N.A. N.A. 49,747  1.0  1,304,171  26.2  4,986,560  100  583,570  13.3  

1986 1,201,459  21.9  2,349,445  42.8  N.A. N.A. 37,533  0.7  1,907,031  34.7  5,495,468  100  508,908  10.2  

1991 1,250,993  22.0  2,030,683  35.8  N.A. N.A. 17,620  0.3  2,374,818  41.9  5,674,114  100  178,646  3.3  

1996 1,312,637  21.1  1,987,996  32.0  N.A. N.A. 10,190  0.2  2,906,733  46.8  6,217,556  100  543,442  9.6  

2001 1,335,469  19.9  2,023,979  30.2  N.A. N.A. 5,895  0.1  3,343,046  49.8  6,708,389  100  490,833  7.9  

2006 1,268,112  18.5  2,019,533  29.4  N.A. N.A. 3,066  0.0  3,573,635  52.1  6,864,346  100  155,957  2.3  

2011 1,270,876  18.0  2,108,419  29.8  N.A. N.A. 1,188  0.0  3,691,093  52.2  7,071,576  100  207,230  3.0  

2016 1,253,417  17.1  2,241,347  30.6  N.A. N.A. 1,201  0.0  3,840,620  52.3  7,336,585  100  265,009  3.7  

Sources: Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong Census (Various Years) and By-Census (2006, 2016).  

Note: Percentages are rounded up to the nearest decimal place. Furthermore, data from New Kowloon are combined with those of Kowloon 

since 1981. 
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The cumulative effects of limited private housing stock and an increasing 

population in colonial Hong Kong resulted in the construction and occupation of 

temporary illegal structures by poor Chinese immigrants. Although the Colonial 

Government repeatedly announced that the maximum population capacity of the colony 

was 1,200,000, the population nonetheless increased from 2,500,000 4  in 1951 to 

3,129,648 in 1961, more than five times the estimated population of 600,000 in 1945 

(see Table 2.1.). With a shortage of affordable housing, the poor population increasingly 

built temporary housing across open spaces within the urban area in their search for 

better job opportunities and shorter commutes. These illegal structures were later 

officially designated as ‘squats’. These squats were temporary huts that were primarily 

built using simple designs, crude layouts and cheap, or even recycled materials which 

included wooden sticks, tin sheets, and iron frames. As a consequence of the dynamic 

post-war population growth, these squats sprawled rapidly over the urban area (Yeung, 

2003). 

A turning point in public housing provision arose from the ashes of the Shek Kip 

Mei Fire in 1953. Despite the shortage of working-class housing, no public housing 

system had as yet been developed prior to the outbreak of this disastrous fire in the Shek 

Kip Mei area in which poor working-class occupants and chaotic squatter camps had 

agglomerated. On Christmas night in 1953, a terrible blaze arose in the squatter area 

which lasted for six hours and affected an area roughly equivalent to 170,000 square 

metres, destroying more than 2,000 squats and leading to the reported deaths of three 

people with many tens of casualties. Aside from offering necessary relief measures, 

including an accessible supply of free food, the immediate response of the Colonial 

Government was to construct accommodations known as ‘Bowring Bungalows’. The 

first batch of two-story bungalow houses was built in long adjacent rows near the scene 

of the fire in just two months (Leung, 1999).  

Under the rhetoric of achieving social equality, improving public hygiene, and 

securing safer accommodation, direct housing provision was introduced soon after the 

Shek Kip Mei Fire in 1953. Alexander Grantham, the then governor, initially recognised 

                                                       
4 It is an estimated figure because official population censuses were either lost during World War II or 

otherwise unavailable until 1961.  
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the poor squats as ‘illegal’, ‘unhygienic’ and ‘dangerous’ threats to life and the city, and 

subsequently announced the establishment of the Resettlement Department to address 

all issues pertaining to squatter clearance in 1954 (Hong Kong Government, 1954, 

1955). The designated Department then constructed some low-cost permanent blocks, 

known as ‘resettlement buildings’. These buildings were standardised, each seven-story 

block incorporating uniform rooms of approximately 11.1 square metres with only 

minimal access to limited facilities. The department also established a tenancy system 

of public housing in which each unit was designed to accommodate four adults who 

were required to pay only a peppercorn rent of $15 per month. All occupants displaced 

by the squatter clearance were eligible to apply for and to rent such public housing units 

to fulfil their basic housing needs. By the end of the resettlement schemes in 1973, the 

Colonial Government had established no fewer than 25 resettlement areas in Hong 

Kong. There were in total 234,059 public housing units, comprising nearly half of the 

overall stock, housing 1,183,677 public housing residents, around 36% of the colony’s 

population (Yeung and Wong, 2003).  

2.1.2. Expansion Phase (1973-1987): The ‘Ten Year Plan’ and Public Housing Estates 

The housing shortage in Hong Kong was, however, somewhat eased as the 

population growth gradually slowed and stabilised following the implementation of 

strict border controls after the end of the ‘Touch Base Policy’ in 1980. This policy gave 

the Chinese immigrant population the right of abode if they could register in designated 

police stations in urban areas without being arrested on the way. Despite a two-decade-

long expansion of public housing, predominantly via resettlement schemes, public 

housing policy, irrespective of the increasing level of public expenditure and the 

number of accommodated households, was largely absent. The working-class housing 

quality and conditions were neither secured nor guaranteed, and the number of public 

housing units was still far from a level that could satisfy the needs of the squatter 

population which had remained at about 300,000 from 1953 to 1973 from a peak of 

600,000 in 1964 (Chiu, 2003).  

A more substantial policy of public housing only arose when the government 

proposed a series of reforms and expansions to the social welfare system to enhance its 

fragile political legitimacy within the industrial colony following the outbreak of 
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bloody riots against corrupt and exploitative colonial rule in both 1966 and 1967. As 

concluded in the Kowloon Disturbances 1966: Report of Commission of Inquiry, a lack 

of welfare provision to ensure educational opportunity, job security and housing quality 

were all major causes of the riots. The Colonial Government, therefore, introduced a 

series of welfare reforms to counter its weakened political legitimacy during the 1970s. 

Free education, urgent medical services, minimal social benefits and basic labour 

protections were subsequently introduced to the then highly industrialised colony 

(Hong Kong Government, 1967).  

Unsurprisingly, previous resettlement programmes and housing schemes were 

reviewed and reformed. Under the guise of resolving overcrowding in urban areas and 

improving the poor living environments, Murray MacLehose, the then governor, 

proposed to ‘cease’ population growth in urban areas by relocating ‘excessive’ 

populations from urban locations to ‘New Towns’ in rural areas with public housing 

developments. Therefore, he announced a new round of housing programmes, in the 

form of ‘the Ten-Year Plan’, in 1972. The ‘Ten Year Plan’ set out a holistic goal of 

providing ‘decent’ living environments for 1,800,000 working-class people via the 

construction of 350,000 to 400,000 units of ‘quality’ public housing by 1982 (Housing 

Authority, 1973; Hong Kong Government, 1974). In alignment with the ‘Ten Year Plan’, 

MacLehose merged two separate bodies of public housing, namely the Resettlement 

Department and the (former) Housing Authority, into a single new executive body 

called the (modern) Housing Authority. Under this new management structure, a 

modernised public housing system was instituted and all such buildings which had 

previously been built through resettlement or low-cost rental housing schemes by the 

Resettlement Department and the (former) Housing Authority were now designated as 

‘Public Housing Estates’. As was clearly stated in the Annual Report 1972/73 of the 

Housing Authority, all public housing estates were required to fulfil new standards of 

‘quality’; were to be self-contained in terms of their design; and equipped with a full 

range of public amenities, including schools, clinics, open spaces, playgrounds, green 

areas, community centres and mass facilities (comprising complex markets, a shopping 

centre, and a mass transportation network. Although MacLehose’s ‘Ten Year Plan’ was 

ultimately unsuccessful—essentially as the ambitious construction targets could not be 

achieved—around 1,500,000 people were subsequently accommodated and the 

construction of new public housing estates in the New Towns resulted in a dynamic 
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wave of urbanisation in the rural New Territories by the conclusion of the programme’s 

extension period in 1987 (Wang and Yeh, 1987). 

2.1.3. Declining Phase (1987-Present): Marketisation and Privatisation  

Like those of the most developed societies in the Global North, such as the United 

Kingdom and the United States, the welfare system of Hong Kong was affected by the 

trend toward neoliberalisation from the late 1980s. The provision of public housing, 

together with education, social services, medical care and mass transportation, were all 

subjected to a series of successive marketisation and privatisation projects when the 

‘positive non-interventionist’ government escalated the scale and pace of its 

neoliberalisation policy in a drive to promote institutional efficiency at a local level and 

thereby enhance territorial competitiveness on a global scale. Due to the ensuing 

globalisation of neoliberalism through the initiatives of some modernising institutions 

such as the International Monetary Fund, World Bank, and World Trade Organisation, 

corporate capitalist power, fiscal austerity, heightened social polarisation, intensified 

exploitation, and uncontrolled financial speculation were gradually imported to Hong 

Kong from more developed countries on the other side of the world. In this regard, the 

auspices of market rationality, institutional efficiency, lean management, fiscal balance, 

and private capital accumulation replaced the mantra of public spending, welfare 

provision, economic redistribution and social justice to become the predominant 

political language and rhetoric of local policymakers and government officials alike. 

Aligning itself with most other developed countries, the Colonial Government executed 

a series of neoliberalisation projects at a local level in the name of promoting territorial 

competitiveness on a global scale (Chan and Pun, 2005). For instance, major public 

departments such as the Mass Transit Railway (2000) and the Airport Authority (2003) 

were privatised via the sale of public assets and businesses to the market. Public service 

providers such as the Post Office (1995), Land Registry (1993) and Companies Registry 

(1993), Electrical and Mechanical Services Department (1996), the Communications 

Authority5  (1995), and later the public universities and private institutes (via self-

                                                       
5  Communications Authority was formed in 2012 via integrating two departments of 

Telecommunications Authority and Television and Entertainment Licensing Authority (TELA), 

Broadcasting Authority that had been respectively setup in 1993 and 1987. Under the Trading Funds 

Ordinance (Cap. 430), Telecommunications Authority was made self-financed in 1995 and its assets and 
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financed Higher Diplomas, Associate Degrees and Bachelor Degrees in 2000) together 

with non-government organisations (via a Lump Sum Grant Subvention System in 2001) 

were either marketised (becoming self-financed bodies) or else run in accordance with 

market principles (Broadcasting Authority, 1999; Lam, 2003, University Grants 

Committee, 2010; Audit Commission, 2014; Companies Registry, 2016). 

Thus subjected to the trend of neoliberalisation, the public housing sector has 

essentially been marketised and privatised. In the name of rationalising the allocation 

of public housing resources, the Colonial Government marketised the Housing 

Authority (HA) by transforming it from a publicly-funded agency into a self-financed 

body in 1988. To establish its capitalist corporate credentials, the HA (now without 

regular public funding) was then run so as to secure its revenues and maintain its service 

of public housing provisions independently. In order to generate profits, the HA 

expanded the Home Ownership Scheme (HOS), a privatisation scheme that was 

initially proposed in 1976 and later piloted in 1978. Accordingly, this scheme claimed 

to satiate the increasing demand for home ownership from both low and middle-class 

families by prioritising their access to buy newly built units at subsidised prices 

(normally 30% to 50% lower than market price). It was open to applications from low-

income private housing tenants (known as ‘white-form’ applicants) and public housing 

tenants who were willing to surrender their units (known as ‘green-form’ applicants). 

Units were thus allocated by lottery, although most of the quota (normally ranging from 

50 to 80% of the total stock) were reserved for public housing applicants. Based on the 

profitable experience of the pilot programme, HOS has, since the 1980s, become the 

primary source of revenue for HA in its efforts to maintain and develop public housing 

estates (Yeung and Wong, 2003). In addition to assets and resources under management, 

HA introduced some new and expanded existing outsourcing and subcontracting 

practices to downsize its role in estate and facilities management and also hygienic and 

cleaning services (Yip, 2003). 

In line with the General Principles of the Basic Law, the constitutional document 

of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR), the existing capitalist 

system and way of life in the Colonial period before 1997 were all set to remain 

                                                       

funding were passed to Communications Authority in 2012, when institutional restructuration occurred.  
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unchanged for 50 years in the post-colonial period until 2047 (HKSAR, 2017). In this 

light, the privatisation measures for public housing estates established in the colonial 

past were to have been seamlessly passed down to the post-colonial present. However, 

such policies have been radicalised, especially given that fiscal deficits were triggered 

in the wake of the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997. ‘Privatisation’ has remained the 

overarching theme since the first Policy Address of Tung Chee-hwa, first Chief 

Executive of the HKSAR, in 1997 (HKSAR, 1997). Under the pretence of securing 

social wellbeing and enhancing local belonging through housing ownerships, Tung 

announced the official goal of constructing an additional 85,000 housing units per year 

and achieving a housing ownership rate of 70% over the coming decade (HKSAR, 1997 

and Housing Bureau, 1998). Together with the HOS, Tung introduced the ‘Tenant 

Purchase Scheme’ (TPS) in 1998 and, again, claimed to grant the tenants the 

opportunity to buy the public housing units they had lived in for generations at highly 

subsidised prices (around 65 to 85% below market price).  

To facilitate the pace of privatisation, HA manipulated emergent housing demands 

for HOS and TPS through a tightening of the supply of public housing units. It has 

further imposed a series of managerial and exile terms in relation to public housing 

tenancy since the 1980s. To raise funds in support of public housing developments, HA 

redefined public housing units from being permanent homes to temporary shelters for 

public housing tenants by introducing means tests and exile measures. Through the 

introduction of ‘Well-off Tenants Policies’, which referred to the Housing Subsidy 

Policy (HSP) in place since 1987 and the Policy on Safeguarding Rational Allocation 

of Public Housing Recourses (SRA) which has been in effect since 1996, the HA 

introduced a compulsory biennial means test to detect, punish and remove ‘affluent’ 

households from the safety net of public housing provision it originally promoted via 

the HOS and TPS pilot scheme.6 Under the specific requirements of HSP, tenants and 

                                                       
6 The means test that had been intentionally developed to monitor income and property ownership of 

public housing tenants since the 1987 was considered ‘incomprehensive’, having been proposed to 

additionally cover assets other than domestic properties in 1998. Along with the implementation of this 

proposal, the means test that covered income and net assets has since been renamed the ‘Comprehensive 

Means Test’ (CMT) since 1999 (Legislative Council Secretariat Research Office, 1998, Housing 

Authority, Various Years). 
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their family members who either earn or own more than the set thresholds are classified 

as being ‘well-off households’ and were charged punitive rental rates up to market 

levels. Based on the cancellation experience of the TPS pilot in 1991, owing to a low 

response rate, the HA initiated SRA to strengthen its punitive measures against such 

‘well-off households’ in 1996. The term ‘tenancy termination’ was initially applied to 

exclude those ‘well-off households’ which either failed or refused the means test. 

Following the political transition, the HA even ruled out previous practices of tenancy 

inheritance among family members by revising the terms and conditions for granting 

new tenancies in 1999 (HKSAR, 1999). Accordingly, only the surviving spouse who 

was registered in the tenancy contract is allowed to take over the tenancy 

unconditionally upon the death or vacation of another tenant. Thus, other family 

members, especially the offspring of deceased or vacated tenants, are required to 

surrender the housing unit if they fail to pass the means test (Housing Authority, Various 

Years).  

Tung’s privatisation project had to be suspended due to fierce opposition from 

real-estate elites and private developers (the de facto political allies of the government) 

when economic recession and fiscal deficits were triggered by the Asian Financial 

Crisis of 1997. The market price of private housing fell over 40% from 1997 to 1998, 

and the gross domestic product (GDP) growth dropped from 5.1% in 1997 to 0.6% in 

2001. Four consecutive years of deflation were recorded from 1998 to 2002. The 

unemployment rate increased from 2.2% in 1997 to 7.8% in 2002 (Census and Statistics 

Department, 2017). Five consecutive years of fiscal deficits were recorded, wherein 

government reserves were depleted from 457 billion dollars in 1998 to 303 billion 

dollars in 2002 (HKSAR, 2003). Therefore, the positively non-interventionist 

government decided to revamp all privatisation projects to stabilise the housing market 

due to the severe pressure from its political allies who had invested huge amounts of 

capital and secured a considerable interest in the housing market. Together with a 

review of the Landlord and Tenant (Consolidation) Ordinance (to remove the security 

of tenure provisions for private domestic tenancies) and a one-year suspension of land 

sales (to decrease regular housing supply in the free market), Suen Ming-yeung Michael, 

the then Secretary for Housing, Planning and Land, who wanted to stabilise the housing 

market through limiting potential competition, announced the suspension of both the 

HOS and TPS in 2002 (HKSAR, 2002; Legislative Council, 2002). The temporary 
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withdrawal of such privatisation schemes did not however bring about a gradual 

recovery of public housing provisions. To stabilise the market price of private housing 

so as to facilitate the capital accumulations of private developers and middle-class 

investors, the government sold off some completed public housing units that it had 

originally planned to sell via HOS to private developers at subsidised prices while 

keeping most public housing units unoccupied. Although there had been more than 

21,000 unoccupied public housing units since the suspension of HOS, the government 

did not allocate them to public housing applicants on the waiting list. Regardless of the 

fierce controversies this policy triggered, the government spent more $120 million 

dollars  (mainly on security services, management fees and land rents) to keep these 

units unoccupied between 2002 to 2004 with the aspiration of facilitating market 

restoration and development by manipulating housing supply (HKSAR, 2005; Chu 

2008, 2010; Poon, 2011).  

Having lost its revenues from TPS and HOS, HA was forced to survive in other 

ways. HA sought to privatise its public housing assets in order to raise funds in 2004. 

Despite fierce objections from social activists and public housing tenants, HA then 

announced its intentions to sell off public housing assets, including commercial 

facilities, shopping centres, wet markets and parking lots, to the market. To this end it 

set up an international Real Estate Investment Trust (REIT), or ‘Link REIT’ (LINK), in 

2005 and listed it on the financial market. As public housing assets had been sold at a 

discount, the funding earned from LINK was just sufficient to overcome the deficit over 

the short term (British Broadcasting Corporation (Chinese), 2005; Ming Pao, 2016).7 A 

substantial part of those revenues derived from public housing assets which had 

contributed around 30% of the total revenue for HA since 2003 were lost. Therefore, 

HA appealed vigorously to be able to increase the fees of public housing tenants. 

                                                       
7  The privatization project of the LINK was forced to be postponed in December 2004. A group of 

legislative councilors, social activists and public housing tenants were worried as to the social impacts 

of the project on housing entitlements and living quality in both the short and long term. Lo Siu-lan, an 

elderly public housing tenant, challenged the legality of the privatisation project under the Housing 

Ordinance and brought into judicial review proceedings against the Housing Authority on its decision to 

sell public assets. However, the court did not rule in Lo’s favour. After her appeal had been unanimously 

rejected by the five Judges in the Court of Final Appeal in July 2005, HA resumed the privatisation 

project in November that same year.  
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According to the revised terms in the Housing Ordinance (Cap.16a), the level of 

domestic rent is to be reviewed biennially, and the upper limit of the rent adjustment on 

average has been constrained to 10% since 2008 (Legislative Council Secretariat 

Research Office, 2019).8 Regardless of the improved revenues, mostly deriving from 

the reinstituted HOS after 2011 and the newly introduced Green Form Subsidised Home 

Ownership Scheme9 (GHS) from 2015, domestic rent has since been upwardly adjusted, 

whereupon the average tenancy rates for public housing units increased by 50% from 

2009 to 2019 (Housing Authority, Various Years).  

As in more developed counties, such as the UK and USA, public housing policy 

in Hong Kong has been deregulated and recommodified to promote market rationality, 

institutional efficiency, lean management, fiscal balances and private capital 

accumulation. Although conventional stocks and situations of public housing 

provisions were not downsized dynastically and sold out entirely, public housing policy 

has nevertheless been rolled back in several ways. Throughout the marketisation and 

privatisation projects, both Colonial and Post-Colonial Governments implicitly and 

explicitly minimised their roles in public housing provision, thereby facilitating market 

expansion and ‘freeing up’ room for capital accumulation. Public spending on public 

housing developments has been trimmed down since HA became a notionally self-

                                                       
8  Housing Ordinance (Cap.16a) was passed to ensure affordable levels of domestic rents for public 

housing tenants after 1997. It stated that the domestic rate of public housing should not exceed 10% of 

the median of household income of tenants. As the domestic rent increased to 20% of the median 

household income it was made subject to review in 2001. A judicial review on HA’s legality as regard 

rent adjustments was triggered by public housing tenants in 2002. After a three-year juridical review 

process, the Court of Final Appeal ruled in favour of the HA and clarified that the cap of 10% median 

rent-to-income ratio in the Housing Ordinance (Cap.16a) does not refer to HA’s status duty. Therefore, 

HA went through a rent adjustment review in 2006 and revised the Housing Ordinance (Cap.16a) in 

2007. Accordingly, HA replaced the statutory cap under which the median rent-to-income ratio must not 

exceed 10% following any rent increase by introducing a new rent adjustment mechanism. Under the 

mechanism, domestic rent is reviewed once every two years and adjusted by up to 10% of any changes 

in tenants' household income (Housing Authority, 2006, 2016b). 

9 As the subsidised prices of public housing units through HOS have become entirely unaffordable to 

low/middle income applicants from public housing estates, the Green Form Subsidised Home Ownership 

Scheme (which mainly targets applicants from public housing estates) has been calved from HOS since 

2015 (Housing Authority, Various Years). 
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financed body. Market interventions within the housing sector were then checked as the 

obligation to offer stock to satiate housing demand from low/middle-income 

households have been shifted away from the government to the market under the self-

financing arrangements of HA. Further, privatisations schemes such as TPS and HOS 

have facilitated the expansion of the private housing sector within a competition-free 

setting. Through TPS and HOS, the housing market is being continuously expanded, 

but market competition is structurally minimised because low/middle TPS and HOS 

owners have been pushed into the private housing market even though they are unlikely 

to actively compete with conventional private housing owners due to the alienation 

restrictions to sell or let.10 Public housing units that were not originally for sale could 

now be transacted and speculated upon by private developers and real estate 

cooperatives. Finally, public housing assets were appropriated to free up room for 

capital accumulation and catalyse the restoration of free-market mechanisms. Through 

LINK, both profitable and valuable assets were sold at a discount to prop up the profit 

margins of private investors and real estate corporates within the private sector.  

                                                       
10 Under the Schedule to the Housing Ordinance (Cap. 283), public housing units sold by HOS, TPS, 

GSH and other ownership schemes of Housing Authority are subject to alienation restrictions. Normally, 

owners are subjected to a five-year restriction period. After that, they may remove the alienation 

restrictions to sell, let, or assign their flats in the secondary market through paying premiums to 

compensate the discounted portions of the market prices of the public housing units at the point they 

were sold. However, the premiums from the discounted portions of the past have been linked with the 

market prices of private housing of similar type and size when they are assessed. As public housing units 

have been sold off at big discounts, where HOS units and TPS units are respectively offered with 30-

60% and 50-80% off the market prices, it is, in many cases, difficult for public housing owners to remove 

the alienation restrictions by paying the premiums for their discounted portions even after the five-year 

alienation period. Along with the continuously increasing market prices of private housing, premium 

payments for the discounted portions have been increasing and have since become unaffordable for 

public housing owners after the neoliberalisation of the 1980s (Housing Authority, 2020b, Various Years).  
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Graph 2.1. The Increasing Average Rent of Private Housing 

(less than 40m2) from 1999 to 2016
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Table 2.2. The Decreasing Population in Public Housing Estate in Hong Kong from 1966 to 2016 

 
Population on Public Housing Estates in Different Districts 

Total Population 

on Public 

Housing Estates 

Total 

Population 

in Hong 

Kong 

Percentage of 

Population on 

Public Housing 

Estates 
Hong Kong Island Kowloon New Kowloon New Territories All Districts 

Year Number % Number % Number % Number % Number % Number % 

1966 67,786 26.7 27,814 11.0 139,383 55.0 18,609 7.3 253,592 100 3,708,920 6.8 

1971 107,130 19.6 73,921 13.5 267,624 48.9 98,753 18.0 547,428 100 3,936,630 13.9 

1976 94,293 14.2 87,842 13.3 305,530 46.1 175,138 26.4 662,803 100 4,402,990 15.1 

1981 225,986 11.6 87,025 4.5 1,066,919 54.8 567,702 29.1 1,947,632 100 4,986,560 39.1 

1986 226,412 10.2 78,664 3.5 1,003,921 45.1 916,342 41.2 2,225,339 100 5,495,488 40.5 

1991 251,008 10.7 67,482 2.9 858,165 36.5 1,174,043 49.9 2,350,698 100 5,674,114 41.4 

1996 251,806 10.7 832,599 35.4 N.A. N.A. 1,270,226 53.9 2,354,631 100 6,217,556 37.9 

2001 217,595 10.8 710,596 35.3 N.A. N.A. 1,085,007 53.9 2,013,198 100 6,708,389 30.0 

2006 186,248 9.2 691,756 34.2 N.A. N.A. 1,144,614 56.6 2,022,618 100 6,864,346 29.5 

2011 182,240 9.1 704,928 35.2 N.A. N.A. 1,116,036 55.7 2,003,204 100 7,071,576 28.3 

2016 175,061 8.8 769,723 38.6 N.A. N.A. 1,047,270 52.6 1,992,054 100 7,336,585 27.2 

Sources: Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong Census (Various Years) and By-Census (2006, 2016).  

Note: Percentages are rounded up to the nearest decimal place. New Kowloon has been combined with Kowloon into one district since 1981. 
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Table 2.3. The Slowing Down of Public Housing Developments in Different Districts of Hong Kong from 1966 to 2016 
 

  
Hong Kong 

Island 
Kowloon New Kowloon New Territories 

Total of all 

Territories 
Net Difference Growth Rate 

Year Unit % Unit % Unit % Unit % Unit % Unit % 

1966 10,091  22.9  5,191  11.8  25,701  58.3  3,115  7.1  44,098  100  N.A. N.A. 

1971 16,264  18.1  11,392  12.7  46,240  51.5  15,813  17.6  89,709  100  45,611  103.4  

1976 16,092  13.4  15,437  12.9  53,220  44.5  34,963  29.2  119,712  100  30,003  33.4  

1981 46,724  11.0  16,597  3.9  241,485  56.6  121,697  28.5  426,503  100  306,791  256.3  

1986 49,727  9.2  16,744  3.1  261,895  48.3  214,208  39.5  542,574  100  116,071  27.2  

1991 65,903  10.4  16,809  2.6  246,479  38.8  305,682  48.1  634,873  100  92,299  17.0  

1996 68,278  10.3  249,101  37.7  N.A. N.A. 343,386  52.0  660,765  100  25,892  4.1  

2001 69,322  10.6  248,001  38.0  N.A. N.A. 335,613  51.4  652,936  100  (7,829) (1.2) 

2006 64,506  9.5  240,667  35.3  N.A. N.A. 377,143  55.3  682,316  100  29,380  4.5  

2011 62,993  8.9  259,390  36.6  N.A. N.A. 385674 54.5  708,057  100  25,741  3.8  

2016 61,831  8.5  290,941  40.0  N.A. N.A. 375,230  51.5  728,002  100  19,945  2.8  

Source: Housing Authority, Annual Report (Various Years).  

Note: ‘New Kowloon’ refers to an area ranging from the north of Boundary Street to south of Kowloon Hills on Kowloon Peninsula. The data 

of units completed in New Kowloon have been combined with those in Kowloon since 1993. Percentages are rounded up to the nearest decimal 

place. Data shown in red with ‘( )’ refer to negative numbers. 



52 

Under the auspices of the aforementioned neoliberal projects, public housing 

developments have since been constrained, yet the housing market itself has seen a 

remarkable rate of growth and expansion. According to the Hong Kong Yearbook 2017, 

public expenditure on housing developments was very limited, wherein the actual 

expenditure and the reserve balance of the government were recorded as $494,816 

million and $953,960 million, respectively, while the pubic budget for housing was 

recorded as being $28,875 million, equivalent to around 6% of the former and 3% of 

the latter in 2016 (HKSAR, 2017b). However, the rental rates and market prices of 

private housing have increased to historic levels. The rental cost of private housing 

roughly doubled from 1999 to 2016 (see Graph 2.1.). Private housing has since become 

unaffordable for most households in Hong Kong. Even middle-income households, 

earning the median household income of $24,890, can only afford private domestic 

housing equivalent to no more than 60 square metres, even if they spend all of their 

income on housing in the most expensive district (Census and Statistics Department, 

2016). The median market price of private housing, which indicates the general 

situation in the housing market, was 18.1 times the median income in 2016. This means 

that ‘ordinarily’ priced private housing is equivalent to a ‘fair’ monthly income saved 

for over 18 years assuming ‘zero’ expenditure. The cumulative effects from a high 

market value of private housing and the far lower fair incomes of ordinary citizens have 

resulted in Hong Kong becoming ‘the least affordable city’ in the world during the post-

colonial period (Demographia, 2017).  

Under the impact of neoliberalisation, the previously demand-driven public 

housing system has been considerably diminished and its rate of replenishment rolled 

back. Although public housing provision remains one of the most substantial parts of 

the welfare system, public housing development itself has become largely delimited as 

a considerable number of public housing units were taken into private ownership by 

HOS and TPS to generate profit. As public housing construction relies on revenues from 

homeownership schemes, the allocation of land resources within HA is thus effectively 

made competitive. According to the Annual Report 2019/20 of Housing Authority, 

around 224,000 and 108,000 public housing units were respectively lost through HOS 

and other (dated or more recent) ownership schemes such as the Private Sector 

Participation Scheme (PSPS); Middle Income Housing Scheme (MHS); Buy or Rent 

Option Scheme (BRO); and Green Form Subsidised Home Ownership Scheme (GSH) 
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between 1976 and 2019. Around 141,000 public housing units have since been sold off 

between 1998 and 2018 through TPS. As public housing development has been 

effectively uncoupled from public housing demand, the number of registered applicants 

on the waiting lists (mostly new immigrants, poor/unemployed people, uncared for 

elderly citizens, and the extended families of low-income households) has almost 

doubled from 145,000 in 1997 to 276,000 in 2017 (see Graph 2.2). However, the 

number of public housing units only increased from 2011 to 2016 during the period of 

privatisation (306,791 units), a figure which was only one-tenth of the number 

constructed from 1976 to 1981 during the expansion period (19,945 units). Subject to 

the managerial and exile measures now in place across public housing estates, the 

proportion of the population in public housing has significantly decreased by 14% from 

its peak of around 41% in 1991 to about 27% in 2016. In real terms, the figure represents 

a decrease of around 200,000 from 2.4 million in 1996 to roughly 2.2 million in 2016, 

despite the overall population in the territory increasing by some 30% from 6 to 7.2 

million in the same epoch (see Table 2.2. and Table 2.3.)  

However, public housing policy has become more important than ever before now 

that Hong Kong has been transformed from an industrialised economy to a global 

financial centre since the 1980s. Under the twin impacts of work disorganisation and 

employment casualisation, the Gini index, which reflects income polarisation, 

increased from 0.476 in 1991 to 0.539 in 2016 (Census and Statistics Department, 

Various Years; Legislative Council Secretariat Research Office, 2016). Regardless of 

the widening gap in terms of economic polarisation over the past decade, low-income 

households without public housing provisions have increasingly suffered from both 

absolute and relative poverty because of the lack of affordable public housing provision 

and the spiralling costs of the private housing sector. They experience severe 

overcrowding, unacceptable hygiene conditions, overwhelming housing expenditures, 

and substandard living environments within either the notorious ‘coffin apartments’ or 

‘subdivided flats’, which are otherwise scarcely available within the highly competitive 

housing market (Census and Statistics Department, 2016b). In addition to the sub-

standard living environments, after rental expenditure many suffer from meagre 

budgets for food or everyday necessities like clothing and transportation, while some 

are unable to afford air-conditioning to counter the soaring summer temperatures (Elliot, 

2017; Lam, 2017; Zhao, 2017; Apple Daily, 2018). Under the prevailing privatisation 
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policy, public expenditure on public housing estates became a negligible proportion of 

the fiscal budget. Although public housing estates had once accommodated more than 

a third of the seven million population in the small territories, it constituted only some 

6% of total public expenditure in 2017. Given the predicament of such a limited budget, 

a large proportion of which had been used to cover staff salaries, refurbishments, and 

maintenance works, only a negligible proportion was thus appropriated to spending on 

infrastructure, construction, or planning. In this regard, the supply of available public 

housing units lags far behind demand (Housing Authority, 2017, Various Years). 

2.2. Negative Representations of Public Housing Estates 

Regardless of what the ‘positively non-interventionist’ government claims its 

intentions are, what actually resulted from this neoliberal housing policy was territorial 

stigmatisation and social marginalisation. As Paul Wilding (2007:210) notes, the social 

impacts of the policy reappraisals under neoliberalism are,  

[T]he changes (minimising government involvement in public housing 

provisions and avoiding market completions from the public sector) amount, 

in fact, to a significant residualisation of government responsibility in 

housing. Hong Kong has in the past successfully avoided marginalisation and 

stigmatisation of the public rental-housing sector. These changes threaten that 

success. 

The rise of such stigmatised public housing estates could be traced to the late 1980s and 

the government’s justification of its marketisation and privatisation schemes in the 

name of market rationality and social justice. Accordingly, public housing provision 

has long been viewed as a working-class modernisation project within the official 

narrative during both the colonial and post-colonial periods. Upholding this ‘positive 

non-interventionist’ policy, the government considers public housing estates an 

essential part of social welfare which aims to provide particular privileges out of 

sympathy and benevolence to the poor who suffer under undesirable living conditions 

and cannot afford to access decent housing in the market. Although the rhetoric and 

language used were not exactly equivalent across the various phases of the development 

of public housing, with such phrases as achieving ‘social equality’, ‘public hygiene’ 

and ‘safe accommodation’ being employed during the introductory phase (from 1953 

to 1973); improving ‘over-crowdedness’ and ‘living environments’ during the 

expansion phase (from 1973 to 1987); and a rationalising of ‘the allocation of public 
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resources’ during the privatisation phase (from 1987 to the present), all of these phrases 

nonetheless fall under the common narrative of a ‘benevolent government’, an 

overarching theme which seeks to frame public housing provision in the context of 

charitable works rather than civic entitlements (Leung, 1999; Yeung and Wong, 2003; 

Housing Authority, 2017b, Various Years).   

2.2.1 The Benevolent Government and Working-Class Modernisation Project 

Although the official narrative can be found within several official documents and 

academic publications, a more representative illustration comes from a recent speech 

delivered by the government during a celebration event commemorating the 60th 

anniversary of public housing development in 2013 (Housing Authority, 2013). During 

this flagship exhibition of public housing development entitled ‘Growing up with 

Public Housing’, the then Secretary for Transport and Housing, Professor Cheung Ping-

leung Anthony (2013), delivered this opening address to the public and the press: 

The commonly known origin of public housing schemes is used to being 

traced to Christmas Day or, more accurately, to Christmas Night. In fact, there 

was dynamic population growth since the end of World War II. Many people, 

therefore, built temporary squatters along some hilly slopes, and they suffered 

from inferior living environments. Then came the disastrous Christmas fire, 

and the homes of more than fifty thousand fire victims were lost in 1953. The 

then government constructed some resettlement buildings and resettlement 

units as a quick response. As the first batch of resettlement buildings included 

eight blocks completed in Shek Kip Mei, that place, could be said to be the 

birthplace of public housing in Hong Kong. These resettlement buildings that 

accommodated fire victims and squatter occupants were, subsequently, 

followed by large-scale constructions of resettlement buildings. Of course, 

the quality of resettlement buildings in the past was not comparable to public 

housing buildings in terms of quality today. Nowadays, our public housing 

could be said to be visionary and world-class. The quality could certainly be 

further improved, but our public housing schemes are known as role models 

and taken-for-granted reference points for many other countries in the world. 

Like those given on many other occasions and events, this speech highlights the 

official narrative underlying the benevolent nature of public housing provision. 

Positioning itself in the aftermath of the Shek Kip Mei Fire, the official narrative 

portrays how a proud government, out of benevolence, provided homes through direct 

housing provision to improve the destitute situations of the homeless working-class 

victims of the conflagration. In the official narrative, a parallel is drawn between the 
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state-society relationship and the parent-children relationship. While the government 

was assumed to be best positioned in terms of knowledge and capacity to arrange decent 

housing for its society, the poor working-class were assumed to be suffering from a 

form of poverty which resulted in their lack of resources and knowledge to sustain their 

own wellbeing. Despite its ‘laissez-faire’ principles, the government claimed to have 

responded out of benevolence to ensure the wellbeing of the dependent working-class 

population. Public housing provision was, therefore, characterised as a symbol of the 

government’s beneficence.  

Based on the official narrative, public housing development has been widely 

described as the social consequence of the caring housing policy of a benevolent 

government (Dewolf, 2017; The Guardian, 2000; The Telegraph, 2000). The 

government itself describes public housing provision as a working-class modernisation 

project. Referencing the expansion of public housing in the past, the government has 

repeated its pledge and commitment to provide homes, improve living environments 

and promote urban development for the poor working-class population. Remarking on 

public housing as being an integral ‘part of the success story’ of Hong Kong is very 

much the official narrative used to highlight the modernising force of public housing 

provision in the transformation of Hong Kong from an underdeveloped society 

surrounded by chaotic and dangerous squatter camps into a modern society with orderly 

and decent housing. As such, Cheung (2013) felt emboldened to continue his speech on 

the same occasion, stating that, 

Over the past 60 years, many residents in the city of Hong Kong have 

benefited from public housing schemes, and public housing estates have laid 

down a solid foundation of social and economic development. Public housing 

has cherished the continuous growth of the city of Hong Kong through 

improving the living environments of hundreds of thousands of working-

class families, facilitating their chances of social mobility and fostering the 

establishment of New Towns. It could be said that public housing estates have 

been a part of the success story of Hong Kong. It is a collective achievement 

that all residents in the city should feel proud of. I believe many elites today 

from different careers and professions were rooted in public housing estates. 

It could be said that public housing estates have bred and cherished many 

successful stories for this new generation. 

Paradoxically, the more benevolent the government perceives itself to be, the more 

reluctant it could be to provide public housing. By framing public housing provisions 
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as a successful working-class modernisation project, the government is effectively able 

to lower societal expectations as to the role of the government in securing housing needs, 

enabling it to enjoy more flexibility in downsizing its involvement when it frames such 

good works as being charitable endeavours rather than a fulfilment of civic entitlements.  

2.2.2 Neoliberal Rhetoric and Exclusionary Language 

Despite celebrating the achievement of a modernised society, the government has 

problematised public housing provision and integrated neoliberal rhetoric and 

exclusionary language into the cultural framework of ‘benevolent government’ in the 

official narrative since the 1980s. The earliest attempts to do so can be traced back to 

the announcement of A Review of Public Housing Allocation Policies: A Consultative 

Document in 1984 when the government excused its cuts to housing budgets and 

withdrew from housing provisions. To cover this intention to withdraw from 

commitments to housing provision and to reinforce the promotion of privatisation, the 

‘benevolent government’ created its ‘well-off households’ thesis to make public 

housing tenants the scapegoats for its policy failures in its attempts to shorten the long 

waiting list for public housing. The Housing Authority (1984: Paragraph 46) in the cited 

document clearly stated the policy consideration behind the review, as follows, 

It has been suggested in many quarters that it is unfair to permit well-off 

public housing tenants to continue to benefit from subsidised accommodation, 

and that their public housing units should be released to rehouse those who 

are more in need, for example, poor families still living in squatter areas or 

sharing rental accommodation in the private sector. 

The ‘suggested’ issue of ‘well-off public housing tenants’ soon became viewed as 

a ‘problem’ that had become a source of concern and criticism in previous years both 

within the government itself and amongst the general public, as the Report to the 

Housing Authority on Public Consultation: Green Paper on Housing Subsidy to Tenants 

of Public Housing announced a year later in 1985. Having completed the formality of 

policymaking through the provision of survey reports, consultative papers and official 

discussions across different departments, the government then announced ‘Well-off 

Tenants Policies’, which included the Housing Subsidy Policy, in 1987 and, 

subsequently, the Policy on Safeguarding the Rational Allocation of Public Housing 

Recourses (SRA) in 1996 which was in line with the privatisation initiative first 
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proposed within the Long Term Housing Strategy white paper in 1987 (LTHS1987). In 

this regard, the government subsequently showed its hostility to public housing tenants 

and discarded its policies in favour of a better provision for poorer residents by 

describing them as housing abusers, just as the Housing Authority (2020) stated in its 

General Housing Policies: 

In light of the increasing demand for public rental housing (PRH), the HA’s 

Subsidised Housing Committee (SHC) considers that while making the best 

efforts to increase PRH supply, it is necessary to examine ways to better 

utilize PRH resources at the same time to ensure that efforts would be focused 

on allocating PRH resources to those with more pressing housing needs. 

Through the repetition of this neoliberal rhetoric and the use of such exclusionary 

language in reference to the announcement and extension of its ‘Well-off Tenants 

Policies’, the government has effectively produced a ‘well-off households’ thesis based 

on the official narrative of ‘benevolent government’. In this thesis, public housing 

estates are depicted as ‘excessive subsidies’, while the poor working-class tenants are 

known as ‘housing scroungers’. It is claimed that conventional public housing estates 

have been abused because the ‘benevolent government’ has ‘over-subsidised’ many of 

the unwanted working-class tenants who are living in public housing with their 

‘dependent’ cultures and ‘inconsiderate’ characters. To ‘straighten’ the ‘abuse’ of its 

previous policy, the ‘rationalisation’ of regular expenditure on housing is therefore 

deemed to be both reasonable and necessary. Drawing on the language of the ‘rational 

use of public housing resources’, the government has introduced new measures of estate 

management to regularly screen and rule out ‘well-off households’. In the name of 

‘encouraging’ and ‘facilitating’ all unwanted working-class households to surrender 

their public housing units and join the housing market, punitive rates and displacement 

arrangements were implemented to achieve a ‘fairer’ society. 

Instead of natural or normative responses to social suffering, the rise and fall of 

public housing provisions are now perceived to be effective measures by which to 

manage the poor by ‘non-interventionist governments’ by local sociologists and 

anthropologists. The narrative of ‘benevolent government’, just as Chan Kam-wah and 

Leung Lai-ching (2002) argue, has never been a strategic excuse in dealing with 

discontented populations by non-interventionist governments who are not supposed to 
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respond to people’ needs unless they encounter a crisis of legitimacy. Having pointed 

out the economic and political considerations behind public housing developments 

since the outbreak of the Shek Kip Mei fire, Manual Castells (1991) and Alan Smart 

(2006) both argue that the narrative of ‘benevolent government’ is simply a social myth 

that has been invented and reproduced by both Colonial and Post-Colonial 

Governments when they seek to strengthen the legitimacy of their rule under the guise 

of economic efficiency via cultural manipulations. Through introducing public housing 

and manipulating the location and scale of such developments, the government was 

able to stabilise and manage its poor and tired immigrants systematically and indirectly 

subsidise both housing and labour costs for the labour-intensive industries that had 

made Hong Kong their home after World War II. Along with the rise of the narrative of 

‘benevolent government’, they found that the government had been politically sensitive 

and economically selective when it came to implementing its public housing policy 

over different periods. The explicit narrative of ‘benevolent government’ is in essence 

a ‘moral hazard’ that defines who is deserving and who is not in relation to the given 

social order as created by neoliberal policymakers. As Alan Smart (2013:35) points out, 

the consequence of producing the ‘benevolent government’ narrative is to facilitate the 

privatisation of public housing policy via the exclusion of the poor,  

Moral hazard thinking is a crucial way in which such cascading can 

undermine impulses to support needy strangers of fellow citizens. Once one 

becomes aware of it, it starts to appear everywhere. Given its power and 

consequences, we cannot afford to leave its mobilization to neoclassical 

economists. Instead, we need to be aware of it so that we can counter the logic 

with ideas of moral opportunity and a rejection of the asymmetry with which 

moral hazard logic is usually implemented for the benefit of the most 

powerful and at the disadvantage of the neediest.  

Falling into the ‘undeserving’ category within the ‘moral hazard’ framework which 

underpins the ‘well-off households’ thesis, poor public housing tenants have been made 

scapegoats for (neoliberal) policy failures in relation to public sector housing provision, 

because a ‘benevolent’ government can achieve the same social justice targets through 

increasing additional resources to include those on the waiting list without cutting 

necessary housing resources from those who have lived with public housing provision.  
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2.3 Social Marginalisation on Public Housing Estates 

Based on the ‘well-off households’ thesis, the ‘benevolent’ government advanced 

the scope of its estate management from resource allocation to behavioural control. It 

announced the ‘Marking Scheme for Estate Management Enforcement on Public 

Housing Estates’ in 2006, a policy which evolved from the ‘Marking Scheme for 

Tenancy Enforcement on Public Housing Estates’ that was previously introduced in 

2003. Through the language of promoting ‘public hygiene’ and enhancing ‘civic 

awareness’, the government singled out public housing estates and introduced new 

measures to manage perceived ‘antisocial behaviour’ of public housing tenants. A list 

of prohibited ‘antisocial’ behaviours, including 28 punitive practices for public housing 

residents, was announced in 2006 (see Table 2.4.). Penalty points are allocated to a 

household if one of its members commits any of the offences listed within the housing 

estate that he or she is living on. Any household that has exceeded the tolerated number 

of penalty points will be ruled out and prohibited from re-applying for public housing 

for two years.  

Table 2.4. 28 Prohibited Behaviours 

in the Marking Scheme for Estate Management Enforcement 

1. 

 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8.  

 

9. 

10. 

11. 

12.  

 

13. 

14. 

15. 

16.  

 

17. 

18. 

19. 

Accumulating a large quantity of refuse or waste inside leased premises, 

creating an offensive smell and hygienic nuisance 

Allowing animals and livestock under charge to foul public places with faeces 

Boiling wax in public areas 

Causing mosquito breeding by accumulating stagnant water  

Causing noise nuisance  

Damaging down / sewage pipes causing leakage to the flat below 

Damaging or stealing HD's property 

Denying HD staff or staff representing HD entry for repairs responsible by 

HD 

Disposing of domestic refuse indiscriminately, such as improper disposal in 

lift lobbies or inside bins without cover 

Dripping oil from exhaust fan 

Drying clothes in public areas 

Dumping or disposing of decoration debris indiscriminately at refuse 

collection points, within building or in other public areas 

Hanging floor mop outside the window or balcony  

Illegal gambling in public places 

Illegal hawking of cooked food 

Keeping animals, birds or livestock inside leased premises without prior 

written consent of the landlord 

Littering 

Obstructing corridors or stairs with sundry items, rendering cleaning difficult 
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20. 

 

21. 

22. 

23. 

24. 

25. 

26. 

27. 

28. 

Putting dripping objects on the window, balcony or façade 

Refusing to repair leaking pipes or sanitary fittings that are the responsibility 

of the tenant 

Smoking or carrying a lighted cigarette in an estate common area  

Spitting in public areas 

Throwing objects from heights that may cause danger or personal injury 

Throwing objects from heights that jeopardise environmental hygiene 

Urinating and defecating in public places 

Using leased premises as a food factory or storage 

Using leased premises for illegal purposes 

Water dripping from air-conditioner 
Note: ‘HD’ stands for Housing Department, Housing Authority, Hong Kong  

Source: Official Website, Housing Authority (2016) 

 

Drawing on the rhetoric of ‘effective management’, public housing estates were 

labelled as ‘dirty’ and ‘messy’ locations, while their poor working-class tenants were 

treated as ‘uncivilised barbarians’ who lacked a good sense of hygiene, discipline or 

public responsibility. Imposing welfare conditionality through the marking scheme 

within the public housing sector, the government failed to explain why public housing 

tenants were the only targets of the scheme; how the scheme could achieve social goals, 

or in what ways some behaviours, such as keeping pets or drying clothes, creates anti-

social situations (specifically in the tenure of public housing estates). Considering that 

public housing estates are more residualised in the Global North, anti-social behaviours 

in public housing estates in Hong Kong are considered less problematic. Instead of 

providing a straightforward rationale or rational justification, this policy was fuelled by 

territorial prejudices and social stereotyping as the introduction of the scheme lacked 

any grounds. As Yau Yung (2011:19) asserts, 

In western countries, foci are put on social or public housing when these 

problems are addressed. The rationale behind this is rather straightforward: 

public housing is generally regarded as the marginalised housing sector 

because of the prevalence of the residual welfare model. Therefore, people 

living in public housing are regarded as less competent in taking care of 

themselves, and thus more problematic. While public renting in Hong Kong 

is still not a heavily residualised sector, formal control against residents’ 

unacceptable behaviour started in this sector. Since 2003, the HD (Housing 

Department 11 ) implemented the marking scheme (that applies to public 

housing tenants) in all PRH (public rental housing) estates and some TPS 

estates with a stated aim to improve the environmental hygiene in public 

housing. However, whether the institutionalization of the marking scheme is 

                                                       
11 The Housing Department is the executive body of the Housing Authority. 
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justified by the seriousness of the neighbourhood problems and residents’ 

acceptability has remained unanswered.  

 

2.3.1. Unfair Representations and Discriminative Estate Managements 

Given the devalued notions of being either ‘well-off’ or ‘antisocial ‘on public 

housing estates during both the colonial and post-colonial periods, the official narrative 

of public housing appeared groundless and entirely discriminative. Regarding the 

depiction of ‘housing scroungers’, official data indicate that ‘better-off households’ are 

only a minority, despite the government attempting to revise the definition to favour 

their privatisation moves. From 1988 to 2017, around 3% of all public housing 

households, on average, were classified as ‘well-off households’. Since the initial 

period from 1988 to 1997 when around 10%, on average, were reported as being ‘well-

off’ and had extra rents imposed, the number of ‘well-off households ‘has been steadily 

decreasing. In 2016, around 26,000 of all households, approximately 3% of the total, 

were classified as ‘well-off’, despite this definition encompassing three ordinary 

workers from a three-person household earning slightly above the minimum wage. 

Regarding the notorious image of being ‘antisocial’, official reports point out that there 

have been only limited numbers of convictions in relation to antisocial behaviour on 

public housing estates. Thus the negative stereotype of being ‘antisocial’ is largely 

predicated on an imaginative institutional bias. Of some two million people living in 

public housing, only around 1,700 cases of antisocial behaviour are reported, on 

average, a year. More than half of the so-called ‘antisocial behaviour’ cases leading to 

convictions concerned ‘littering’, ‘smoking’, or ‘carrying a lit cigarette in an estate 

common area’ between 2003 and 2009 (Yau, 2011; HKSAR, 2019; Housing Authority, 

Various Years).  

Regardless of the facts or the veracity of the official data, the government seeks to 

disguise its real intentions in terms of privatisation and hides its substantial bias against 

the poor working-class by producing and reproducing images and misrepresentations 

of the undeserving poor on public housing estates. In line with the Audit Commission's 

suggestion that ‘more needs to be done’ in 2013; and the Office of the Ombudsman 

condemning the ‘plugged loopholes’ for ‘housing scroungers’; the government 

launched the ‘Fight Tenancy Abuse Campaign 2015/16’ (Audit Commission, 2013; 
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Office of the Ombudsman, 2015, 2015b). Drawing on the ‘well-off households’ thesis 

and ‘antisocial behaviour’ rhetoric, the government again produced a new list of 

‘Common tenancy abuse cases on public housing estates’, including non-occupation, 

subletting, engaging in illegal activities, non-domestic usage, and false declarations. 

This campaign was accompanied by an overwhelming propaganda campaign within the 

territory, particularly concerning those poorer working-class neighbourhoods on public 

housing estates. Via this campaign, the government even animated ‘ill’ situations of 

‘housing abuses’ on public housing estates by designing righteously and notoriously-

themed characters designated as the ‘Housing Protector’ and ‘Housing Abuser’, 

respectively (see Illustration 2.1). Based on the same theme, the government even 

commissioned a song entitled ‘Unreserved Strike’ which was sung by ‘Housing 

Protector’ and ‘Housing Abuser’. 

Illustration 2.1. A Poster of the ‘Housing Protector’ and ‘Housing Abuser’, Illustrating 

the Official Message of Combating Housing Abuses

 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (October 2015) 
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Illustration 2.2. Official Advertising on a Minibus 

Conveying the Message of Combating Housing Abuses

 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (July 2016) 

By portraying such underserving images in the forms of activities, slogans, posters 

and songs, such negative representations of the poor residents on public housing estates 

became vivid to the general public. The spreading of these images in such settings 

normalised the stigmatisation and social stereotyping of public housing estates. Despite 

there being some ‘housing abuses’, with some 400 convictions from over 780,000 

households a year between 2013 and 2015, the government remains aloof and claims 

that their management strategy is ‘appropriate’, ‘effective’ and ‘helpful’ in defence of 

‘social justice’ and the ‘rational use of public housing resources’(Legislative Council, 

2015). Rather than reviewing the prevailing mindset and practices that devalue the poor 

and ignore facts, the government continues to increase its staff allocation and has further 

mobilised resources to detect and monitor public housing estates via regular official 

propaganda, daily estate management measures, biennial means tests, random home 

visits, and ‘in-depth’ investigations (see Illustration 2.2). 
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Ignoring the fact that so-called ‘well-off households’, if present, comprise only a 

small proportion of all tenancies, in 2017 the Post-Colonial Government insisted on 

revising the ‘Wealth-off Tenants Policies’ by tightening the requirements of the means 

test to combat increasing ‘discontent’ and prevalent complaints from its long waiting 

list for public housing. Despite such a policy being described as ‘firing on flies with a 

cannon’ by poor tenants, the revision of the ‘Wealth-off Tenants Policies’ asserted that 

‘housing scroungers’ were the principal cause of the long waiting list of public housing 

applications and the government effectively made the working-class scapegoats for its 

rolling back of public housing provisions (Apple Daily, 2017). Without any loss of 

momentum, the number of public housing tenants has continued to fall since the revised 

‘Wealth-off Tenants Policies’ came into effect. More than 20,000 tenants were reported 

to have been deregistered from the household accounts of public housing units during 

the first six months prior to the commencement of the revised policies in late 2017 

(Ming Pao, 2017a).  

2.3.2. Authoritative Opinions and the End of Public Housing Estates 

Despite the discriminative estate management and unfair working-class 

representations, authoritative opinions have recently been advanced. The adverse 

impacts of public housing privatisation, in terms of decreasing the total number of 

public housing tenants and increasing the waiting list of applicants, were ironically 

attributed as working-class liabilities and abuses of public resources. This attitude falls 

within the remit of the individualistic logic of the neoliberal mindset, in which 

authoritative opinions, designed to advance the privatisation of public housing, were 

continuously produced and conveyed by right-leaning think tanks and scholars who 

held extreme neoliberal ideas. 

In this light, public housing provision has since been claimed to be an anachronism 

of the twentieth century. The snowballing situation of increasing numbers of 

applications and decreasing numbers of tenancies on public housing estates has, 

ironically, been interpreted as the failure of direct housing provision rather than as an 

adverse consequence of privatisation. As with many of the dominant narratives 

produced by right-leaning parties and authorities, the Lion Rock Institution, a non-

interventionist think tank, claimed that ‘the historical role of the Housing Authority has 

ended’. The institution claimed that only neoliberal practices of ‘big market, small 
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government’ can avoid the continued wastage of public resources and expressed its 

concerns about the continuation of existing public housing provisions by the Housing 

Authority, calling for its replacement with a housing allowance within the private sector 

(Lee, 2005). 

Notionally replacing housing rights with the ‘right to buy’, Professor Wong Yue-

chim Richard, a right-leaning economist, advocated lowering the market price of 

private housing to satisfy the ownership wishes of poorer tenants on public housing 

estates. Arguing against the suspension of existing privatisation measures, Professor 

Wong claimed it was necessary to ‘privatise public housing as soon as possible’ to 

achieve a fairer and more efficient society. He proposed selling all public housing units 

to encourage more than 80% of the entire population to become owners in the long-

term (Hong Kong Economic Journal, 2014). Claiming that the public rental system is a 

misallocation of valuable public resources, this proposal called for a replacement plan 

for public housing estates. Another right-leaning critic, Dr Lam Pun-lee (2017), 

championed ‘the end of the historical task of public housing estates’ and restated the 

necessity of advancing the privatisation of public housing by means of a comprehensive 

replacement of public housing estates via the systematic sale of public housing units.  

Based on these authoritative opinions on privatisation and, as importantly, the 

replacement schemes advocated, the end of the public housing estate era may well come 

to pass in the form of the gradual introduction of working-class ownership schemes. In 

response to the long waiting list and deteriorating living conditions a pro-government 

opinion leader, Ho Hei-wah (2017), claimed that it was fundamentally unfeasible to 

further increase public housing provision to accommodate all applicants on the waiting 

list in the foreseeable future. Despite his view that extant overcrowding within ‘coffin 

apartments’ and substandard ‘subdivided flats’ arises as a consequence of greedy 

private landlords, Ho paradoxically claimed that providing ‘inexpensive’ and ‘better-

managed’ subdivided flats was a viable interim solution. Given that the subdivided flats 

were operated by ‘trustworthy’ NGOs, he agreed to legitimise the subdivision of flats 

that had previously been deemed illegal, thereby providing inhuman working-class 

housing due to overcrowding and substandard designs. It seems that Ho had forgotten 

the very undesirable and intolerable living environments he had once criticised.  
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In 2017 a pro-government, non-governmental organisation (NGO), the Hong 

Kong Council of Social Service (HKCSS), introduced the ‘Community Housing 

Movement’ (CHM), a three-year pilot housing scheme with official endorsement. In the 

name of facilitating a ‘sharing economy’ and building up ‘community housing’, the 

HKCSS intends to resume the practice of transitional housing for public housing 

applicants on the long waiting list. Through operating and offering so-called ‘coffin 

apartments’ or ‘subdivided flats’ with subsidised rents and improved living conditions, 

the HKCSS advocates responding to the long-standing housing shortage via a 

transitional approach (HKCSS, 2017). In addition to the CHM, the HKCSS also 

explored the possibility of launching yet another transitional housing scheme in the 

form of ‘cargo blocks’ which are ultimately scheduled for destruction after the short-

term tenancies have concluded (Oriental Daily News, 2017).  

In her first Policy Address, CE Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor Carrie, portrayed the usual 

image of ‘benevolent government’ and asserted that ‘housing is not a simple commodity’ 

(HKSAR, 2017c). Yet, instead of revitalising public housing estates, she instead 

promoted her privatisation scheme, one which exclusively targeted public housing 

tenants and became known as the ‘Green Form Subsidized Home Ownership Pilot 

Scheme’ (GSH). In the name of resolving working-class housing inadequacies and 

fulfilling their dreams of housing ownership, Lam announced her visionary plan to 

entirely substitute public housing estates with subsidised ownership schemes for 

existing tenants. Implying a future expansion of the scheme, she announced that she 

wanted to transform some recently completed public housing buildings into saleable 

private blocks. This sophisticated form of privatisation meant that Lam did not directly 

announce the immediate abolition of the public rental system, nor the suspension of 

direct housing provisions. In the name of ‘removing the territorial stigma of working-

class poverty’ and facilitating the ‘active circulation of public housing units’, Lam 

proposed setting a ceiling on the overall stock of public housing estates and 

transforming them into transitional housing to enable the poor to enter the housing 

market. However, instead of satisfying housing needs and maintaining housing stability, 

all the tenants on public housing estates were, accordingly, compelled to leave the 

public housing estate and join the housing market after having enjoyed ‘housing 

benefits’ for ‘a lengthy time’ (Ming Pao, 2017b).  
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Soon after the delivery of this Policy Address, another pro-government think tank, 

the ‘Our Hong Kong Foundation’ (2017), advocated ‘a refined version’ of the HOS, 

known as the ‘Subsidized Homeownership Scheme’ (SHS) which promotes housing 

ownership for public housing tenants. Interpreting public housing estates as an 

‘unsustainable’ economic burden on society, the Foundation declared that housing 

ownership is the best and fairest way for the poor to become wealthy and independent 

from reliance on housing provision. Targeting exclusively poor tenants, the purpose of 

the scheme is to enable more than 65% of the entire population to join the housing 

market by 2026 and up to 74% by 2048 by becoming homeowners. Again, the 

Foundation fosters a quickening pace of privatisation and its associated pretexts to 

promote a radical change in the current public housing system via the re-activation of 

the Tenant Purchase Scheme, albeit with refined terms (Ip and Poon, 2019). 

2.4 Concluding Remarks: The Undeserving Public Housing Estates 

Public housing estates which once accommodated around half the population were, 

without doubt, a remarkable social achievement in housing the poor working-class who 

could otherwise not have afforded decent housing within the private sector. Tens of 

thousands of poor households have since benefited from such direct housing provisions. 

Since the commencement of the transitional period of the formal handover of 

sovereignty from the British Colonisers to the Chinese Nationalists in 1997, public 

housing provision has been steadily rolled back. The impacts of privatisation on public 

housing policy since the end of the colonial period, including exclusionary measures 

for public housing tenants and the long waiting list for public housing estates, have 

effectively worsened. Increasing numbers of those in need of housing have been 

exposed to the competitive housing market and now live in unaffordable and 

substandard private housing environments widely known as ‘coffin apartments’ or 

‘subdivided flats’. Both Colonial and Post-Colonial Governments tried to advance the 

privatisation of public housing estates. To facilitate these privatisation schemes, the 

Post-Colonial Government has not only threatened to essentially evict poor tenants 

from public housing estates through the introduction of its ‘Well-off Tenants Policies’, 

but has also deliberately slowed the pace of public housing construction. Rather than 

focusing solely on public housing units, the scope of privatisation has since extended 

to public facilities on such housing estates. The housing situation of the poorest citizens 
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has thus been marginalised on an unprecedented scale, with housing stability being 

affected and the cost of living becoming increasingly unaffordable.  

During this era of privatisation in public housing policy, the popular image of 

working-class poverty on public housing estates has been steadily degraded and 

distorted. In addition to the rise of neoliberal rhetoric and exclusionary language, public 

housing estates were once defined as a public service and a social privilege for the poor. 

However, when integrated within the official narrative that an essentially benevolent 

government assumed the burden of providing for working-class housing needs, the 

adoption of neoliberal rhetoric and exclusionary language subsequently sought to 

redefine public housing estates as an unsustainable economic burden for the whole of 

society. Accordingly, the idea was put forward that many ‘well-off households’ had 

been settled on public housing estates for generations and were reluctant to surrender 

their units at the expense of the public interest due to the ‘dependent’ culture of poverty 

and certain ‘inconsiderate’ characters. To ‘straighten out’ the perceived working-class 

abuse of such benevolence arising due to the culture of poverty, ‘well-off tenants 

policies’ were introduced, and consequently, all poor tenants were associated with the 

negative stereotype of being ‘housing scroungers’ who hid their wealth and income so 

as to gain more resources from the public purse than they otherwise deserved. To 

eliminate such ‘housing scroungers’ and to seek ‘better justice’ for the rest of society, a 

biennial means test was imposed upon all public housing households, with tenancy 

being terminated for those who failed it.  

Although there has been a lack of substantial evidence or convictions in support 

of official claims against such alleged housing abuses, advanced estate management 

policies regarding ‘wealth-off households’ have recently been introduced to public 

housing estates. In addition to the negative depictions of ‘housing scroungers’, poor 

tenants are also described as an essentially ‘antisocial group’. Based on the biennial 

means test under the auspices of the ‘Well-off Tenants Policies’, the Post-Colonial 

Government has further extended its purview from resource allocation to behavioural 

control. It announced the ‘Marking Scheme for Tenancy Enforcement’, and any tenants 

found guilty of defined ‘antisocial behaviours’ are marked, punished, and even evicted 

from their units on public housing estates. In addition to the ‘dependent culture of 

poverty’, the poor tenants have been further characterised as being ‘dirty’ and ‘messy’. 
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As with the situation of ‘well-off tenants’, a few cases were successfully convicted of 

‘antisocial behaviours’. However, public housing estates and working-class poverty 

have been unfairly conflated with territorial bias and thus subjected to social 

discrimination.  

By mistakenly identifying consequences as causalities, official accounts have 

problematised public housing estates as economic burdens and claim that they hold no 

value for society or the poor. Blaming working-class poverty explicitly, these opinions 

advocate replacing public housing provision with other transitional schemes or 

privatisation measures to achieve a ‘fairer’ society. Although the Post-Colonial 

Government has maintained its benevolent posture through restating its promise to 

provide decent housing for the poor and needy, it has recently announced a replacement 

plan for public housing estates and set a limit on public housing stock. Meanwhile, the 

visionary goal of achieving full working-class housing ownership has been laid out by 

some pro-government think tanks. The rolling back of public housing provision and the 

unfair misrepresentations of working-class poverty on public housing estates now 

appear to be irreversible processes in contemporary Hong Kong.  
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Chapter 3. Analytical Framework 

--Using Pierre Bourdieu’s Cultural Theory of Class, Conceptualising Class Stigma of 

Public Housing Estates 

So why, today, this fear of the over-proximity of the ‘Other’ as subject of 

desire? Why the need to decaffeinate the Other, to deprive him or her of their 

raw substance of jouissance? I suspect this is a reaction to the disintegration 

of the protective symbolic walls that kept the others at a proper distance. 

— Slavoj Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections (2008:49) 

As indicated in the stigma activation of public housing estates, many poorer 

residents have been mislabelled and thus marginalised in neoliberal Hong Kong. 

Instead of being perceived as victims in need of support, they are viewed as second-

class citizens and subjected to monitoring, blame and punishment as though a criminal 

class. It is clear that the practice of victim-blaming has since been normalised and 

naturalised in society. The voices of the poor residents are muted because of who they 

are and where they have lived for generations. As the marginalised situations on public 

housing estates have been left untouched, I am particularly interested in enquiring as to 

how the official activation of territorial stigma shapes the lived experience, specifically 

the internal culture, sense of place belonging, and residential aspirations of the poor 

residents of the public housing estates. 

This chapter reviews the literature on working-class stigmatisation through the 

lens of Pierre Bourdieu’s ‘cultural class analysis’.12 By first introducing Bourdieu’s 

analytical framework of culture and class, this chapter examines the class politics of 

values underlying narratives and goes on to explain the power of narrative over social 

division. By drawing upon the recent literature on gender formation and placemaking 

some limitations of our knowledge are identified and avenues for future research 

explored. By including Oscar Lewis’s intellectual legacy on poverty culture, new 

research directions are discussed and case studies of stigmatised public housing estates 

                                                       
12 In his work, Class, Individualization and Late Modernity, Will Atkinson (2010:9) employs the term 

‘cultural class analysis’ to describe recent works that specifically adopt Pierre Bourdieu’s analytical tools 

to study the cultural aspects of social inequalities. 
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are duly framed. Furthermore, by referring to some overarching critiques of stigma and 

knowledge, this chapter considers the significance of the cited research and advocates 

destigmatising public housing estates in neoliberal Hong Kong. It is suggested that 

studying stigmatised public housing estates in Hong Kong is beneficial in developing a 

new research agenda on stigma activation and poverty culture, further validating the 

applicability of Bourdieu’s theories in urban Asia.  

3.1. Analytical Framework: Pierre Bourdieu’s Theory of Class and Culture 

Despite diverse presentations across different works at various times, Pierre 

Bourdieu’s conceptual trinity of ‘field’, ‘capital’ and ‘habitus’ is a prevalent theme 

throughout his notable works on culture and social class, including Outline of Theory 

of Practice (1977); Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (1984); and 

The Logic of Practice (1990). According to Bourdieu, these concepts can only be 

understood in terms of social practice rather than via theoretical conjecture. The notion 

of class, which he terms ‘social class’, is not conceptualised as a relative social position 

within a static social-economic relation, or hierarchy, as Karl Marx and Max Weber 

posited, but rather social positions associated with the dynamic cultural process of 

social differentiation.  

3.1.1. Cultural Distinction: Field, Capital and Habitus 

Drawing on his conceptual apparatus of ‘field’, ‘capital’ and ‘habitus’, Bourdieu 

is primarily concerned with how the organisation of various fields allows for 

domination, ultimately view a view to legitimising power. In his conceptualisation of 

‘field’ as an operational objective hierarchy, it is both the relatively autonomous site of 

practice where agents struggle and jostle for their positions and also the fluid 

configuration space of that ‘capital’ which is conferred upon agents in the 

corresponding conditioned social location. ‘Capital’ is thus embodied in the mind and 

body through practice and is objectified in terms of goods or items in fluid forms which 

are ultimately transferable and exchangeable among fields. Capital is divided into four 

categorical species, namely ‘economic’, ‘cultural’, ‘social’ and ‘symbolic’. 

Furthermore, capital can refer to the competence, resources, entitlements, or power of 

agents in corresponding fields. ‘Habitus’ provides essential mediation and results in an 

accumulated effect or configuration between ‘fields’ and ‘practices’. Habitus is thus a 
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designated social system of dispositions operated on a pre-reflexive basis. In operation, 

social agents are distributed across the social structure as represented by the 

occupational structure, which is constituted by a multi-dimensional social space with 

three continuous dimensions of volume, composition, and trajectory.  

Every disposition which social agents obtain from different fields eventually forms 

a system of dispositions in the transient guise of a natural and spontaneous status, 

known as a habitus. Social agents develop according to their habitus and/or bodily 

dispositions, which are driven by an implicit practical logic, constitutive senses, 

manners, attitudes, and practices within classificatory systems of social order. Through 

various engagements in terms of their habitus, social class membership is thus defined. 

Thus, social agents within their particular habitus, as represented in the various 

combinations of capital from various fields, will often acknowledge, legitimise and 

reproduce social forms of domination, symbolic production and power relations in 

terms of both conscience and practice (Weininger, 2005:85). 

Like playing a game, social agents will strategically articulate their habitus (their 

specifically embodied capitals) through practice within different fields of relative 

autonomy and thus generate certain dispositions as a sense of the game, which is a 

partial understanding of the field and the prevailing social order for each field. Bourdieu 

discards the economically-determined approach of viewing social reproduction and 

stresses the capacity of social actors to impose and engage in their own cultural 

productions. The actors of the predominant ‘field’ (space of dynamics) of hierarchical 

structures can actively participate in the formulation process of social and cultural 

meaning systems and, thereby, create and reproduce culture. As Pierre Bourdieu and 

Loïc Wacquant (1992:136) explain in terms of the ‘structuring’ agency of actors,  

The notion of habitus accounts for the fact that social agents are neither 

particles of matter determined by external causes, nor little monads guided 

solely by internal reasons, executing a sort of perfectly rational internal 

program of action. Social agents are the product of history, of the history of 

the whole social field and of the accumulated experience of a path within the 

specific subfield. 
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3.1.2. Stigmatisation: Symbolic Violence and Misrecognition  

Based on the conceptual framework on culture and class outlined above, Bourdieu 

(1992) understands narrative and representation as being a symbolic battle of social 

order and legitimacy. Stigmatisation, which produces negative representations of social 

reality, indicates the practice of symbolic violence in the representational battle 

between the dominant class and the dominated class. Having obtained exclusive access 

to symbolic violence and the power of narrative, the dominant class (also known as the 

middle and/or upper class) organise and construct their social order and reality in 

alignment with their interests. They exert symbolic violence to classify practices, 

resources and populations into mutually exclusive categories of the legitimate and the 

illegitimate. Through such social patterning of representations and the objective 

codification of language, the dominant class imposes an imbalanced symbolic structure 

of social order on the dominated class. 

Being thus subjected to the impacts of symbolic violence, the dominated class 

(also known as the working-class) become ‘symbolic casualties’.13 Without any power 

of narration, they become passive and fall into the illegitimate category, being treated 

as inferior, unworthy and devalued resources. As a result, they internalise these biased 

world views and see them as a natural order of society, thereby entering into a status of 

misrecognition. Neither are they able to distance themselves from the imposition of 

these dominant world views, nor do they make sense of their oppressed position under 

the ascribed symbolic structure. Under these circumstances, the social order that 

favours the dominant class and devalues the dominated class is thus maintained and 

reproduced. 

3.2 Working-class Literature on Stigmatisation: Limitations and Possibilities 

Working-class literature on stigmatisation is generally divided into two areas of 

work, namely (gendered) class formation and placemaking. As seen in several works 

which are highly associated with Bourdieu, working-class scholars have proven 

interests and records in studying the interrelationship between stigmatisation and class 

                                                       
13 The phrase ‘symbolic casualties’ have never explicitly been mentioned in works by Pierre Bourdieu. 

In many cases, Bourdieu (1984, 1992) focuses on the symbolic practice of social classification and 

modalities of symbolic power. 
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exclusion. Drawing on the notions of symbolic violence and misrecognition, such 

scholars claim that value (also known as legitimation) is the key to understanding the 

symbolic battle arising between the dominant class and the dominated class within 

advanced capitalist societies. 

3.2.1 Gender Stigma and Class Formation 

Feminist scholars and cultural sociologists have widely adopted Bourdieu’s 

notions as a means of identifying and explaining how working-class women suffer from 

different forms of domestic, sexual, and racial/ethnic classification or categorisation 

which are dominated by the middle-class because of class devaluation via narratives. 

Beverley Skeggs (1997) explored how working-class women, who have been regarded 

as both a social problem and solution, learn to become ‘respectable’ through being 

involved in ‘caring courses’ and points out the class dynamics behind the issue of 

working-class women’s denial of their class position. Diane Reay (1998) studied how 

working-class mothers’ educational experiences have influenced their parental 

involvement in their children’s primary schooling, arguing how class inequalities are 

gendered and reproduced across generations. Stephanie Lawler (2000) studied the 

social constructions of motherhood and childhood and examined how classed 

childhoods shape the gendered knowledge of ‘appropriate’ motherhood. Lisa 

McKenzie (2015) studied white working-class women with mixed-race children on a 

deprived council estate and described how class is both gendered and sexualised under 

the brutal impact of stigmatisation over place. Valerie Walkerdine (2001) revealed how 

young women are unconsciously regulated, both through unconscious processes and 

real social and economic constraints and pointed out how and why class matters in 

shaping gender experience within deindustrialised settings.  

Through examining the everyday life of stigmatised working-class women in an 

advanced capitalist society, feminist scholars and cultural sociologists point out that 

class injustice and gender inequality originate from symbolic violence towards gender, 

sex, race, ethnicity, age, and marital status. Working-class women have been subjected 

to all forms of violence which ultimately devalue their situations, resources and cultures, 

due to fear of exclusion from the symbolic structure of dominant discourses over gender 

relations. Being guided by internalised middle-class world views, working-class 

women have felt shamed and embarrassed to be themselves, to be in a working-class 
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position and, above all, to be associated with their working-class networks and cultures 

in which they have lived and continue to live. Remaining within a state of 

unconsciousness, they understand that being working-class means to be devalued, 

inferiorised and thus marginalised. Although their daily practices have been formed and 

reformed at the expense of their class interests, these women tend to ‘deny’ their 

position and to pursue the ‘improvement’ of themselves to fit in with and meet the 

middle-class aspirations of what it means to ‘be respectable’ as women, girls, daughters, 

mothers and wives in different walks of life. Despite the ineffective consequences of 

such ‘self-improvement’, as many women are entrapped within this problematic 

position and receive little social recognition, they thus remain in a status of false 

consciousness, in which they not only distance themselves from their working-class 

position, but also keep attempting to transform themselves to earn social respectability. 

The literature on this issue, however, seems dated and arguably requires a new approach, 

as many works on this subject were published two or three decades ago. 

The conventional literature on gender stigma and class formation has been 

confined to repeating themes of domesticity, sexuality, and race/ethnicity. However, 

these are inadequate for understanding the situation of stigmatised public housing 

estates, which requires a framework that addresses territorial stigma and internal culture. 

Although the feminist and sociological literature has never entirely bypassed the 

importance of place, they are generally more interested in how the gendered identity, 

rather than the placed identity or experiences of local working-class women, have been 

shaped within such neighbourhoods. Except for the works of Simon Charlesworth 

(2000) and Lisa McKenzie (2012, 2015), which studied the relationship arising between 

gender, race and neighbourhood, few works on this topic have considered place as an 

essential element in formulating their stigmatisation arguments. As such, most studies 

did not conduct research into stigmatisation that considers place as a central theme in 

analysing contemporary class issues. The question of how territorial stigmatisation 

forms social class and shapes collective culture therefore remains unanswered.  

3.2.2 Stigma Activation and Place Exclusion  

Having stressed the naturalisation effect of symbolic violence, Pierre Bourdieu 

(2018) argued that all kinds of physical space in the form of spatial oppositions have 

both implied and expressed the manipulated social orders and relations because social 
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agents, by their very nature, are biological beings and thus cannot struggle for social 

positions without appropriating physical locations. Hence, there is no extant space that 

does not express these social hierarchies and distances, as Pierre Bourdieu (2018:106) 

asserts, 

Just as a physical space is defined by the mutual extremity of parts, social 

space is defined by the mutual exclusion (or distinction) of [those] positions 

which constitute it, that is, as a structure of juxtaposition of social positions. 

Social agents, but also things as they are appropriated by agents and thus 

constituted as properties, are situated in a location in social space that can be 

characterized by this position relative to other locations (as standing above, 

below or in-between them) and by the distance that separates them. 

However, the potential of Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts to recharge and radicalise 

the fields of urban studies and class analysis was not fully recognised until relatively 

recently when Mike Savage (2010, 2013, 2020) and Loïc Wacquant (2008, 2014, 2016, 

2018) initially highlighted and repeatedly discussed the role of symbolic violence in 

shaping social classes and physical places in practice. They argue that the 

interrelationship between social space and physical location are inseparable and 

overlapping within the continuum of the class politics of value and the cultural 

contestations of legitimation arising between the dominant class and the dominated 

class. They claim that physical location is never randomly distributed, but rather 

culturally manipulated according to the social space in which one is located. Therefore, 

a physically deprived neighbourhood which has fallen into a position of being 

illegitimate/valueless on the value battlefield of class war is subject to being socially 

unknown and unrecognised when the symbolic structure(s) of urban order have been 

constructed according to neoliberal narratives. 

Based on case studies conducted within a northern English middle-class 

neighbourhood with his colleagues Gaynor Bagnall and Brian Longhurst, Mike Savage 

(2005) draws on Perrier Bourdieu’s concepts to understand the interrelationship arising 

between physical locations and social positions and proposed the concept of ‘elective 

belonging’ to characterise how middle-class residents with relatively more in the way 

of cultural capital and economic resources aggregate and notionally claim to possess 

their neighbourhoods even though they have moved in from the outside. Having based 

their findings on data collected from the project on ‘Cultural Capital and Social 
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Exclusion’ (with Tony Bennett et al., in 2009), Mike Savage (2010) maps distributions 

of cultural capital within the social space and physical locations of various social classes 

and distinguishes the narratives of place belonging between middle-class and working-

class residents. Whereas middle-class residents express their ‘elective belonging’ and 

claim to possess their place actively in terms of choices, working-class residents express 

themselves as ‘dwellers’ who were assigned their situations randomly in historical 

terms. Although several scholars regard Mike Savage’s works as being inattentive to 

the dimensions of race (see Watt, 2010), power (see Jeffery, 2016), or working-class 

situation (see Paton, 2013), his attempt to unlock Pierre Bourdieu’ conceptual potential 

has enhanced our awareness of understanding urban space both culturally and socially 

and informs as to the sensitivity required to consider contemporary class inequality in 

in relation to urban space.  

Having integrated Erving Goffman’s (1963) views on stigma with the 

Bourdieusian notion of symbolic violence, Loïc Wacquant (2008), who shares similar 

concerns on exhausting Pierre’ Bourdieu’ concepts with Mike Savage, develops the 

notion of ‘territorial stigmatisation’ to address the neoliberal practice of devaluing the 

physical place of deprived groups. Loïc Wacquant claims that place is a crucial 

mediation of the material container, social field and mental imagery, wherein classes 

struggle to claim their built environments.  Hence, he examines how the segregated 

spaces of such dominated groups have been formed and endorsed under official 

legitimisation. Wacquant argues that social activations of territorial stigma upon some 

disadvantaged neighbourhoods have facilitated the emergence of segregated spaces of 

‘underclass’ such as ‘hyper-ghettoes’, wherein society has been exploited and left 

behind with zero social concern. Due to the devalued situations instigated by such 

territorial stigmatisations, the socially defamed and excluded, including the poor, 

immigrants, women, and racial minorities are thus subjected to being managed, 

excluded, and ultimately punished. Social inequalities and urban outcasts are the 

consequence within contemporary societies.  

Throughout the published literature on ‘territorial stigmatisation’, there is a 

prevailing emphasis on place in generating urban inequalities that extends the research 

area from class formation to place exclusion, therein providing some useful insights 

through which to advance conventional academic knowledge via a widening of the 
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scope of the stigmatisation literature. It has given rise to a recent body of works which 

stress the notion of the utility of symbolic violence in the analysis of territorial 

devaluation and social exclusion. Recent works from urban studies scholars, including 

those of Hamish Kallin and Tom Slater on defamed working-class areas in Edinburgh 

(2014); Martine August on the notorious Regent Park area in Toronto (2014); Nur 

Bahar Sakizlioglu and Justus Uitermark on stigmatised neighbourhoods in Amsterdam 

and Istanbul (2014); Troels Schultz Larsen on defamed housing estates in Copenhagen 

(2014); Paul Kirkness on defamed housing estates in Nîmes (2014); and Loïc Wacquant 

on the stigmatised Black Belt of Chicago and the Red Belt of Paris (2008, 2014), were 

intended to highlight the importance of symbolic violence in making places in the 

neoliberal era. The studies focus on revealing how territorial stigma is produced through 

narrating working-class housing and locations and examining how official narratives 

seek to legitimise social exclusion and punishment (such as displacement or segregation) 

for deprived groups, including the poor working-class, racial minorities, and some 

religious groups, within their stigmatised places.  

This body of works duly emphasises the importance of place and highlights the 

critical role of stigma activation in the formation and reformation of deprived areas 

through legitimising who are, or where is deserving, or otherwise. In particular, this 

body of works problematises the role of government in generating urban inequality 

through stigma activation in the neoliberal era. Official activation of territorial stigma, 

as Tom Slater (2016, 2018) highlights, is one of the major causes of housing injustice, 

as it causes the physical destruction of defamed neighbourhoods and policy 

interventions over local cultures and lives. Through the manufacturing of ignorance, 

governments engender social myths that are intended to assign the structural causes of 

social problems and other failures to working-class individuals. However, the particular 

interest in placemaking within urban studies has resulted in detaching stigmatisation 

discussions from previously established interests in terms of (gendered) class 

formations within feminist works. 

3.2.3. Towards Dialogue and Innovation 

Deferring to the previous literature on the working-class, direct applications of 

both feminist works and urban studies seem unworkable and inappropriate to the case 

of stigmatised public housing estates and stigma activation and internal culture. 
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Feminist works focus on how collective female identities and experiences have been 

formed and shaped under the impact of gender stigma; whereas urban studies focus on 

how place has been formed and reformed under the onus of territorial stigma through 

policy intervention. The former body is helpful in making sense of notions of class 

formation under the impacts of gender stigma, although little attention has been paid to 

other possible topics or themes that may not be otherwise related to gender issues; 

whereas, the latter is useful in considering placemaking under the burden of territorial 

stigma, but little attention has been paid to internal cultures in the stigmatised place. In 

addition, stigmatisation arguments over the two bodies of work seem to have been 

somewhat overdrawn. Despite their originality and complexity, these studies seem to 

lack argumentative innovations or theoretical advancements because they are confined 

to similar research themes, analytical subjects and sampled locations, whether they 

pertain to concerned female groups or defamed locations within either Europe or North 

America. Fruitful works have been divided into those which share differing concerns 

and foci, yet the two bodies have little dialogue with each other. While the feminist 

body of work seems dated, urban studies are not quite as interested in examining the 

fabric and tissue of class experience. Thus, to update and advance the stigmatisation 

literature, one research avenue would be to move towards a new theme and to apply the 

arguments in areas with alternative socio-cultural contexts.  

3.3 Research Direction: Stigma Activation and Poverty Culture 

Framing my case study of the stigmatised public housing estate as an instance of 

the class politics of value over place is in of itself insufficient. A new research direction 

that addresses the research possibilities outlined above requires additional intellectual 

reflection and resources. Oscar Lewis’s work on poverty culture, the poor, and their 

ways of life illustrates how these have been devalued and misrecognised. The victims 

of poverty outlined in his works have not been cared about by the external world, yet 

they are the ones who are blamed for their situations due to social prejudices. As the 

poor residents of my case study pertaining to stigmatised public housing estates fall 

within similar situations and contexts to those in the works of Oscar Lewis, Lewis’s 

intellectual legacy could serve to inform a new research direction on the stigmatisation 

literature.  
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3.3.1. Oscar Lewis’s Work and Intellectual Legacy 

As seen in his works on a Mexican City (1959) and Puerto Rico (1966), Oscar 

Lewis depicts many ugly images of the culture of poverty and expresses some harsh 

views on being poor and subject to violence, crime, sexual abuse, and alcoholism in 

some broken or abandoned families within deprived neighbourhoods. However, Lewis 

understands intergenerational poverty in both a complex and dynamic way. He refuses 

to name the poor as a ‘deficient’ social category and proposes a bottom-up research 

direction that centres upon the importance of the active agency and situated knowledge 

of the poor in theorising poverty culture. Just as Marshall Sahlins (1972) understands 

‘primitive societies’ (which have been defined as impoverished) as being the 

‘original affluent societies’,14 so Lewis realises that what makes the poverty culture 

look deficient and problematic from the perspective of modern societies is not so much 

their material deficiencies in terms of capital and wealth, but rather the social exclusion 

of those who have been defined as ‘poor’ and used to living with only limited resources. 

Based on his detailed investigations with the poor, Lewis stresses how collective 

solidarities, moral obligations and mutual trust are built up among the poor through 

local ties and bonds within such deprived neighbourhoods, a form of social cohesion 

which makes collective survival possible under the constant pressure of living within 

extremely limited economic resources. He argues that poverty culture, although it does 

has a dark side, is neither meaningless nor valueless to such poor communities because 

it has a spirit, a rationale and a defensive value system, in addition to much suffering. 

Such cultures have been created and perpetuated for generations in some deprived 

neighbourhoods through undocumented networks and informal communities, just as 

Lewis (1964: xxiv) clearly states in his intention to chronicle poverty culture, 

I want to draw attention to the fact that poverty in modern nations is not only 

a state of economic deprivation, of disorganization, or of the absence of 

something. It is also something positive in the sense that it has a structure, a 

rationale, and defense mechanisms without which the poor could hardly carry 

on. In short, it is a way of life, remarkably stable and persistent, passed down 

from generation to generation along family lines. The culture of poverty has 

                                                       
14 In his work, Stone Age Economics, Marshall Sahlins (1972:37) expresses his view on poverty culture 

and says that ‘[t]he world's most primitive people have few possessions, but they are not poor. Poverty 

is not a certain small amount of goods, nor is it just a relation between means and ends; above all it is a 

relation between people. Poverty is a social status. As such it is the invention of civilization.’ 
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its own modalities and distinctive social and psychological consequences for 

its members.  

Oscar Lewis’s thesis on poverty culture has been mistakenly cited and even 

(mis)appropriated as a means by which to stereotype and blame the poor because of his 

harsh descriptions of poverty. Just as David Harding, Michèle Lamont, and Mario Small 

(2010:7) point out, Lewis’s works, together with those of poverty scholars in his cohort, 

are important to the extent that they have centralised culture within the purview of 

poverty research, yet they ‘were repeatedly accused of blaming the victims for their 

problems, because they seemed to imply that people might cease to be poor if they 

changed their culture’. Lewis has been accused of either pathologising poverty culture 

or of blaming the individual traits of the poor through personalising the structural causes 

of poverty. For instance, Michael Harrington (1962) draws mistakenly on Lewis’s 

notion of poverty culture and singles out the poor from the rest of society through 

producing many hopeless images of ‘the other America’ and conflating the poor with 

the character of ‘the poverty-twisted spirit’. As regards blaming the poor for failing to 

win the ‘war on poverty’, Ben Seligman (1968) considers poverty to be a ‘permanent’ 

and hence endemic culture of the poor – an ‘American syndrome’. Charles Valentine 

(1968, 1969) even directly attributes the cause of poverty to the poverty culture and the 

poor themselves, claiming that, without changing the poverty culture, the war on 

poverty is doomed to fail. Such works, which were ultimately driven by ideological 

orientation and a stubborn determination to elucidate cultural patterns rather than 

cultural meanings of everyday practices, unsurprisingly fail to appreciate Lewis’s 

original intentions or his acute sensitivity in producing authentic portraits of everyday 

life of the poor within their real-life settings.   

Having traced the evolution of poverty research, David Harvey and Michael Reed 

(1996:465) conclude that, ‘few ideas in the social sciences have been as widely used, 

or as thoroughly abused, as has Oscar Lewis’ (1964b, 1966, 1968) subculture of poverty 

thesis’.15  They reveal that the misreading and abuse of Lewis’s works have been 

entirely pointless and irrelevant. Instead of addressing the ideas or evidence of the 

poverty culture as presented, Lewis’s works have been devalued and misappropriated 

                                                       
15 The in-text citation in this direct quotation is revised to match the reference entries in the section of 

the bibliography of this dissertation.  
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because of the prevailing ideological precepts of scientism (more closely aligned with 

positivism) within the social sciences and liberalism (more akin to conservatism) 

against the poor and poverty during his time. In fact, Lewis notes the impacts of poverty 

on the poor but does not disqualify them from determining their own fate. He claims 

that the poor may likely build, maintain and govern their own lives and communities 

should social opportunities and material resources become accessible. Just as David 

Harvey and Michael Reed (1996:466-467) observe, Lewis’s subculture of poverty 

thesis not only consists of a mere ‘tangle of pathology’, but also of a ‘set of positive 

adaptive mechanisms’.  

Through the oft under-valued and over-appropriated works of Oscar Lewis, I have 

come to realise that the impacts of symbolic violence are not confined to the poor and 

their everyday poverty, but also include the realm of poverty studies in which 

misrecognition spills over into academia. Having learned a lesson from Lewis’s works 

and their misrecognition, I believe that Lewis’s thesis on poverty culture could provide 

a useful intellectual resource through which to balance, if not supplement, the works of 

Pierre Bourdieu which are relatively more focused on the rich and middle-class cultures 

and place relatively little emphasis on the concerns on poor and working-class cultures. 

Most importantly, his thesis helps to point away from the overarching themes of the 

stigmatisation literature, from (gendered) class formation and from place making 

towards an internal culture that addresses various issues of lifestyle, communities and 

deprived neighbourhoods. 

3.3.2. Towards a Working-Class Perspective  

According to Pierre Bourdieu, habitus is produced and reproduced in everyday 

transactions, which is usually experienced as being given, unnoticed, uncontested and 

seemingly not open to negotiation. Habitus also confers the capacity of the dominated 

actors to make sense of their world. Bourdieu (1977:79) wrote that, 

Each agent, wittingly or unwittingly, willy-nilly, is a producer and reproducer 

of objective meaning… the schemes of thought and expression he has 

acquired are the basis for the unintentional invention of regulated 

improvisation. 

Given his repeated thesis of class reproduction through cultural manipulation and 

domination, social agency is used to being ignored and unseen. Similar to Oscar 



84 

Lewis’s works, Bourdieu’s work has been criticised as being structurally determinist 

because of his repeated arguments that class reproduction is associated with the notions 

of ‘habitus’ and ‘misrecognition’ within his thesis on social class (see Jenkins, 1982). 

In his work, Reproduction in Education, Culture and Society co-authored by Jean-

Claude Passeron, Pierre Bourdieu argues that the ruling class indoctrinates the 

dominated class with their value system via inculcation and reproduces their social 

positions through conveying its beliefs and legitimised ways of life through pedagogies. 

As the dominated class has been subjected to the impacts of symbolic violence, they 

lose their awareness of their own class interests having been effectively damaged by 

the ascribed value system (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). 

My strategic inclusion of Oscar Lewis’s thesis on poverty culture can serve to 

counterbalance the criticism of Pierre Bourdieu in this respect. Lewis’s approaches to 

culture are compatible with Bourdieu’s views, yet his works display a particularly 

humanistic concern for the poor who he views as having been misrecognised. In 

contrast to being ashamed of the victims, Lewis is sympathetic to poverty culture and 

recognises its value in making their otherwise deprived neighbourhoods less unliveable 

and more sustainable. Instead of theorising as to the cultural patterns of the poor and 

producing a grand theory of poverty reproduction, Lewis relates lived stories of culture 

and poverty in his works, using what he noted, observed and interpreted in the actual 

settings of poverty, just as he (1959:3) justifies his humanistic concerns which arose 

during his research trip:  

[I]n describing a family we see individuals as they live and work together 

rather than as the averages and stereotypes implicit in reports on culture 

patterns. In studying a culture through the intensive analysis of specific 

families we learn what institutions mean to individuals. It helps us get beyond 

form and structure to the realities of human life, or, to use Malinowski’s terms, 

it puts flesh and blood on the skeleton. Whole family studies bridge the gap 

between the conceptual extremes of culture at one pole and the individual at 

the other; we see both culture and personality as they are interrelated in real 

life. 

Erving Goffman (1961) emphasised irreducible self-adjustments and the human 

agency of actors against the establishment following his fieldwork at St Elizabeth’s 

Hospital. By proposing the concept of ‘second adjustments’, he defines the habitual 

arrangements by ‘which a member of an organisation employs unauthorised means, or 
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obtains unauthorised ends, or both’ to break and subvert rules of the institution. Even 

in the most restrictive totalitarian institutions, such as hospitals and prisons, patients 

and prisoners can enjoy and preserve a certain degree of ‘self’ to develop their underlife 

of ‘make-do’ within the official world of the establishment. Goffman (1961:279) 

identifies the consciousness and resistance of social agents thus: 

The practice of reserving something of oneself from the clutch of an 

institution is very visible in mental hospitals and prisons but can be found in 

more benign and less totalitarian instructions, too. I want to argue that this 

recalcitrance is not an incidental mechanism of defense but rather an essential 

constituent of the self. 

Similar to Goffman’s notion of ‘second adjustments’, Lewis’s notion of ‘poverty 

culture’ emphasises the active agency within the pressing social structures. Although 

Lewis claims that poverty culture has been repeatedly recreated and constantly 

reproduced in deprived neighbourhoods for generations due to the constant austerity of 

poverty, he nonetheless shares similar views on the agency-structure relationship with 

Erving Goffman. Through his rejection of viewing the poor as a deficit category, Lewis 

shifted from top-down (deductive) to bottom-up (inductive) research directions in 

relation to poverty. In effect, Lewis maintains that self-liberation of the poor is possible 

and open even when their actual settings of poverty are pressing them. He claims that 

poor populations are capable of escaping their poverty culture where and when material 

opportunities are made relatively accessible and open to them. In other words, the poor 

fail to escape their poverty culture not because they were born without the capacity to 

change but rather they are actively confined by the adverse situations into which they 

are born.  

Emphasising the active agency of the dominated within the pressing social process 

of class and poverty by proposing a bottom-up research direction is not novel. Simon 

Charlesworth (2000) and Kirsteen Paton (2014) both centred the working-class 

perspective when producing their works. Both are clear that they had to take a working-

class perspective, as Oscar Lewis proposed, in a bottom-up (inductive) direction in 

order to make sense of the class process and urban dynamics when the value of 

working-class people and their views have been overlooked and bypassed. It was 

particularly germane to adopt a working-class perspective to understand working-class 

residents who were subjected to cultural devaluation and social exclusion in a de-
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industrialised Rotherham as Simon Charlesworth (2000:13) noted in his work A 

Phenomenology of Working-class Experience, in which he repeatedly stresses his 

central reason for adopting a bottom-up research direction:  

Working-class people require intermediaries in the realm of culture to relay 

their condition: that is, people committed to expressing their condition 

through the instruments offered by the field of cultural production. It is, in a 

sense, a matter of translation, but not from a foreign language: rather it is a 

translation from a different mode of being: a translation of intermediate, 

embodied experiences of forms of domination and exclusion into a language 

that allows for respect of the experience, that captures it without doing 

violence to the nature of experience.  

In alignment with Simon Charlesworth, Kirsteen Paton identifies the particular 

advantages of taking a bottom-up direction from a working-class perspective to 

understand the impacts of social change from the situated knowledge of the working-

class residents in gentrified Partick. Paton, in Gentrification: A Working-class 

Perspective (2014), claims that a bottom-up research direction offers a useful and 

specific cutting edge for analysis that is otherwise impossible to attain: 

People experiencing the sharper end of restructuring in places like Partick are 

privy to a particular knowledge and experience, which can create a certain 

negotiated standpoint. By drawing from situated knowledge of residents’ 

personal experience, we can see how class identities are being remade and 

fought out and that it is inextricably linked to place.  

However, taking a working-class perspective requires particular care so as not to 

romanticise the problematic situations of the poor or to bypass the structural effects of 

policy intervention and social stereotyping in deprived neighbourhoods. Many 

working-class scholars who desire to do justice and to add value to the poor have 

unconsciously over-emphasised the social agency of the poor under structural forces 

and thus produced romanticised depictions in which they neither noted, nor observed 

the situations of poverty as derived from structural forces. It is thus dangerous to 

romanticise the situation of the poor out of a notion of sentimentality, because the more 

self-sustained a poverty culture is claimed to be within their narratives, the less relevant 

the structural interventions of society become, as Loïc Wacquant (2002:1527) observed 

in his works on the working-class of the United States in which he warned of the 

dangers of romanticising the poor:  
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In their queer coupling under the aegis of empiricism, moralism and 

depoliticization paradoxically transform social inquiry into an endlessly 

renewed exercise in social denegation and collective exorcism— of class bad 

faith, racial guilt, and liberal impotence. Together, they allow too many 

American social scientists to keep their heads buried deep in the soft sand of 

sentimentalism even as their own observations reveal the wretched state of 

the urban subproletariat teeming at the gates of their townhouses and 

campuses. 

In this regard, what is required is rationalism and realism. Oscar Lewis stresses the 

effect of the structural process on the poor and maintains the possibility of self-

liberation for such poor individuals from their overarching social structure.  He offers 

the intellectual insight that writing honestly and realistically from what one observes 

and annotating faithfully within the deprived settings is the fairest and most appropriate 

manner of conducting poverty research.  

3.4. Stigmatised Public Housing Estates in Neoliberal Hong Kong and Implications 

Although the analytic framework and research direction acquired from most of the 

literature I have reviewed are based within the social context of the United Kingdom, I 

find them particularly appropriate for an analysis of my own case study of stigmatised 

public housing in Hong Kong because of the similarities in policy development and 

economic situations. As a former British Colony, Hong Kong inherited a similar public 

housing policy to that of the United Kingdom. Public housing estates which were 

introduced and subsequently expanded to accommodate working-class populations 

after the clearance of the post-war slums during the industrialised era of the 1950s have 

since been privatised in various forms and on varying scales since the period of de-

industrialisation began in the 1980s. Due to the relocation of manufacturing factories 

to mainland China following the announcement of its Open Door Policy in 1978, Hong 

Kong has been transformed from an industrial colony to a global financial city, thereby 

becoming an advanced capitalist society in the Global South (Chiu and Lui 2009). 

Although redundant factory workers, who were largely absorbed by the rapidly 

expanding service sector, could only take up jobs that offered low income and zero-

hour contracts because of their lack of transferable skills, they have gradually become 

the working poor of the newly de-industrialised Hong Kong that emerged from the 

1990s. As in the case of the United Kingdom, economic de-industrialisation and the 
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privatisation of public housing have conspired to activate a territorial stigma and the 

associated exclusion of poorer populations in contemporary Hong Kong.  

Having reviewed extant works on stigmatisation and evaluated their validity and 

applicability to my case study, I was inspired to adopt Pierre Bourdieu’s cultural theory 

of class as my analytical framework in relation to the official devaluation of public 

housing estates in neoliberal Hong Kong. Through Bourdieu’s lens, I came to 

understand that what lies behind the stigma activation of the commonly held public 

housing narrative are symbolic violence and misrecognition. In other words, the value 

of public housing estates is never concerned with natural knowledge of either pure 

economic issues or simple policy affairs, but rather informs knowledge productions of 

socio-spatial order within the class war of value between the dominant and the 

dominated classes. Further, the definitions of the dominant and dominated classes are 

not fixed but flexible, because whoever has controlled ‘symbolic violence’ is able to 

define that which is valuable is referred to as the ‘dominant class’ while those who fail 

to execute symbolic violence and fall into a status of ‘misrecognition’ are known as the 

‘dominated class’. Therefore, following the operational definitions employed in 

previous works is unnecessary, as the class war of value that may arise in different 

fields over various issues should be context-specific. For instance, ‘male’ is defined as 

the dominant class, while female is seen as the dominated class in works on gender 

issues. The governments and their gentrifiers are known as the dominant class while 

the residents within the affected locations are taken to be the dominated class in works 

of urban studies.  

According to Bourdieu, being context-specific does not mean that no clear 

boundary between the definitions of the dominant and dominated class is required. I 

learned that what I should do is to explain how my definitions of dominated and 

dominated classes are contextually relevant to my case study of stigmatised public 

housing estates. Having fallen into similar socio-cultural contexts with works of Loïc 

Wacquant (2008, 2014, 2016, 2018) and Tom Slater (2016, 2018), wherein neoliberal 

governments have conspired to manage, marginalise and even punish poor populations 

through activating stigma on poorer neighbourhoods within de-industrialised settings, 

I am in alignment with these authors and thus conceptualise the government and its 

knowledge supporters, including the mass media, celebrities, policymakers, private 
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developers, and individual investors, as constituting the ‘dominant class’, while the 

public housing residents, as well as other urban denizens in housing need, form the 

‘dominated class’ within my case of stigmatised public housing estates. In this light, 

the poor residents on public housing estates have been reduced to valueless and passive 

objects since the introduction of the privatisation policy because they are devalued by 

the very symbolic violence derived from the initial thesis of there being ‘well-off 

households’ to the later rhetoric of ‘effective management’ within the official narrative 

and media representations activated and conveyed by the government and its 

knowledge supporters. In this way, the poor residents who have entered a status of 

misrecognition and who have thus been dehumanised are both manageable and 

excludable because they are either ‘naturally’ dealt with by diminishing welfare budgets, 

or otherwise ‘eternally’ divided into deserving or undeserving subgroups as regards 

resource allocation in the mindset of the general public. 

Due to their associations with defamed public housing estates, the poor residents 

suffer from general neglect, social apathy and institutional hostility, as well as from 

social prejudice, urban marginalisation and housing injustices without being identified 

and valued. Without holding the power to narrate, the working-class residents are thus 

reduced to ‘deficit’ categories and fail to advocate for their pressing situations of 

poverty on public housing estates. As they have been placed in a cognitively, habitually 

and ultimately ignorable position, their voices and needs are suppressed within the 

official narrative which claims to represent their situation as though it were natural. The 

internal culture within the deprived estate neighbourhoods is, unsurprisingly, further 

problematised and demonised. Due to territorial prejudices and social stereotypes, the 

poverty culture that is endemic within public housing estates has become one of the 

sources of blame, further marginalising the poor residents through displacements and 

punishments. 

Just as Wacquant, Slater and Pereira (2014:1271) have suggested, my adoption of 

Bourdieu’s framework in relation to stigmatised public housing estates intends to 

‘synthesize and stimulate inquiries into the triadic nexus of symbolic space (mental 

divisions stipulating categories), social space (distributions of efficient resources 

among those categories), and physical space at the lower end of the urban spectrum’. 

However, I do not intend to employ the notion of ‘territorial stigmatisation’ as 
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developed in the notable works of Wacquant (2008) and Wacquant, Slater and Pereira 

(2014) uncritically. Although the concept of ‘territorial stigmatisation’ has proven both 

helpful and convincing, it retains certain conceptual flaws and limitations as to its 

applicability. Specifically, it has been too focused on exploring the aspects of lived 

experience as related to social exclusions and place makings and is, therefore, not 

attentive enough to fully address housing tenures (see Hoolachan, 2020; Horgan, 2020; 

Kusenbach, 2020), residential experiences (see Watt, 2020), or resistances/responses to 

stigma (see Fattah and Walters, 2020; Tuominen, 2020; Jensen, Prieur and Skjøtt-

Larsen, 2020; Junnilainen, 2020). Just as Paul Watt (2020) critiques, the notion of 

‘territorial stigmatisation’ is sometimes invalid or otherwise irrelevant in making sense 

of the lived reality into which the stigmatised population falls as Loïc Wacquant focuses 

on both territorial stigmatisation and dissolution of place, yet he overlooks housing 

conditions. In line with the suggestion of Smets and Kusenbach (2020), I realise that 

strengthening the depth and broadening the width of works on ‘territorial stigmatisation’ 

through thematic innovation across diverse social contexts is both necessary and helpful. 

Hence, I conceptualise the notion of ‘territorial stigmatisation’ in a more expansive way 

than Loïc Wacquant. This allows me, in the Pierre Bourdieu sense, to include the ‘social 

suffering’ and to touch upon the ‘weight of the world’. Unlike most urban scholars, my 

concerns are, therefore, not delimited to structural issues of placemaking from above, 

but rather extend to everyday details of culture as viewed from below when both social 

lives and physical settings are shaped and reshaped simultaneously via the official 

construction and reconstruction of the symbolic order of things.  

Having gleaned some insights from Oscar Lewis’s thesis on poverty culture, I was 

inspired to contribute to the stigmatisation literature by moving away from the research 

themes of gendered class formation and placemaking and toward the internal culture on 

deprived estates. I also adopt Lewis’s notion of producing a bottom-up research 

direction but I am wary of the dangers of romanticising the poor, where opposing the 

‘deficit’ view is neither necessary, nor equivalent to romanticising the poor, their 

behaviours, or their neighbourhoods. I not only examine the behaviours of the poor 

from a purist perspective and their use as excuses to blame them and their 

neighbourhoods for their own situation, but also scrutinise the structures of social 

inequality and class injustice within the class politics of value over working-class 

poverty on public housing estates by making senses of, and further contextualising the 
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‘subculture of poverty’ within actual everyday settings. Using this approach, I take a 

working-class perspective, as Simon Charlesworth and Kirsteen Paton did, to make 

sense of stigmatised public housing estates within the context of neoliberal Hong Kong.  

3.4.1. Research Questions 

Having interpreted the elements of poverty culture within the stigmatisation 

literature, I am inclined to examine the impacts of territorial stigmatisation on poor 

local communities within public housing estates by discovering the value of 

defamed public housing estates and making sense of the meanings behind this 

everyday practice. Accordingly, I place the belonging and housing aspirations of 

the poor residents. Hence, I investigate the following questions,  

1. Poverty and Survival Strategy 

To what extent does the official activation of territorial stigma affect social 

perceptions of the neighbourhoods of the public housing estates? What are 

the experiences and difficulties that the poor working-class residents 

encounter in their actual lived situations of poverty when they are 

misrecognised as being a valueless category? In what ways do they develop 

local survival strategies that empower and guide their behaviours and 

thoughts against the odds?  

2. Social Exclusion and Local Inclusion  

To what extent does the official narrative marginalise the poor working-class 

residents on public housing estates? In what ways do they make sense of their 

stigmatised position and develop social identification of their 

neighbourhoods when they are left behind by the rest of society? Under what 

circumstances do they consider public housing estates to be their home? 

3. Residential Fixation and Social Mobility 

Under what circumstances are local networks and communities formed and 

maintained when public housing estates and their residents are socially 

excluded? What do daily engagements in local networks and communities on 

public housing estates mean to residents? To what extent is residential 

fixation associated with social mobility when the poor misrecognised 

working-class residents are aware of how they are negatively portrayed? 
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3.4.2. Research Significance 

Based on the questions presented above, this research is original in several ways. 

In terms of conceptual advancement, this thesis widens the conventional scope of 

research and offers new insights into the sociology of stigma and cultural class analysis. 

Resting on Bourdieu’s cultural framework of class, with an emphasis on place, this 

thesis offers an added theme for the stigmatisation literature, moving away from 

(gendered) class formation in feminist works and placemaking in urban studies towards 

poverty culture in cultural class analysis. The underexplored research area of stigma 

activation and poverty culture is discussed, in which the impacts of symbolic violence 

on shaping class and forming cultures within the physical boundaries of a place become 

the central concern. In addition, this thesis discards a top-down (deductive) research 

direction and instead adopts a bottom-up (inductive) direction, vis-à-vis a working-class 

perspective. The working-class residents, who find themselves within a status of 

misrecognition, are allowed to make sense of and to build bodies of knowledge within 

a conditioned situation. With limited economic resources, the poor working-class 

residents are not seen as passive actors striving for a better life with substantial meaning. 

Similar to the concept of ‘structuration’ in the social theory of Anthony Giddens (1984), 

this thesis recognises that the stratified reality and cultural politics underlying such 

narratives are the negotiated consequences between structural constraints and human 

agency, with neither the former, nor the latter conceding primacy to the other. My 

research offers a narrative of stigma activation and class exclusion from below using 

observations and notes from the actual setting of public housing estates. This study is 

thus not only one of the pioneering works on the issues of stigma activation and class 

exclusion in neoliberal Hong Kong, but also one of the very few applications of cultural 

class analysis that leans heavily on Pierre Bourdieu’s cultural theory of class to 

understand contemporary class dynamics in urban Asia.  

In terms of social justice, this research is significant in echoing recent calls for 

reducing inequality in times of growing injustice across the neoliberal world. In the 

2017 Presidential Address titled ‘Addressing Recognition Gaps: Destigmatisation and 

the Reduction of Inequality for 112th Annual Meeting of the American Sociological 

Association’, Michèle Lamont (2018) draws on her term ‘recognition gaps’ to define 

disparities in worth and cultural membership between groups in a neoliberal society 
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and addresses the issues of growing inequality in neoliberal times. Given the widening 

recognition gaps in which low-status groups, such as the poor, working-class, and 

religious groups, as well as racial and sexual minorities, are increasingly being 

unrecognised, Michèle Lamont (2018) understands that the dimensions of wealth 

distribution and cultural recognition of inequality are essential. She argues that growing 

recognition gaps are the consequence of neoliberalism which has stigmatised the 

majority of society through making competitiveness, socioeconomic success, and self-

reliance increasingly salient as criteria of worth. Due to limited access to cultural 

repertoires, such as power, tools and resources, these stigmatised groups have been 

placed in passive positions through being discriminated by and excluded from the rest 

of society. Such deprived groups, in this case, rely heavily on the knowledge of workers 

in negotiating and empowering them to gain recognition. Therefore, Michèle Lamont 

(2018:436) calls for intellectual commitments towards ‘destigmatisation’ and the 

‘reduction of recognition gaps’, and highlights the role of sociologists in combating 

injustices and building better societies:  

Social scientists should focus particularly on influencing how people 

interpret their reality by drawing on the empirical research we pride ourselves 

on. It remains the sociologist’s mission to document and highlight the social 

forces that shape our lives. This task is more important than ever, at a time 

when populist forces are gaining influence across advanced industrial 

societies. This is what we should do now as citizens, because we can.  

Echoing Michèle Lamont’s call, my research acknowledges the agenda and mission to 

develop the sociology of recognition and destigmatisation. Through yielding theoretical 

advancements, articulating empirical issues, and proposing practical alternatives to 

existing ‘recognition gaps’, this study seeks to improve justice for the devalued poor 

working-class residents of the stigmatised public housing estates in neoliberal Hong 

Kong. 
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Chapter 4. Methodology 

--Being Born in a Working-Class Family, Staying with Poverty for Generations 

The ethnography, then, cannot inhabit a world of texts where conventionality 

is taken for granted, or where language is treated as unproblematic. The fully 

mature ethnography requires a reflexive awareness of its own writing, the 

possibilities and limits of its own language, and a principled exploration of 

its modes of representation. Not only do we need to cultivate a self-conscious 

construction of ethnographic texts, but also a readiness to read texts from a 

more ‘literary-critical’ perspective. Sociologists and their students must 

cultivate the discipline of reading their own and others’ arguments for their 

stylistic and rhetorical properties. 

—Paul Atkinson, The Ethnographic Imagination (1990:180) 

 

To investigate the impacts of territorial stigmatisations on public housing estates 

from a working-class perspective, I began my ethnographical investigation within a 

mega-neighbourhood of public housing estates called ‘Immortal’. Although Immortal 

is not its real name, it is where I was born and bred, and my family calls it ‘home’. This 

chapter illustrates the process of my reflections on both my methodological issues and 

ethnographic encounters during my fieldwork. First, I examine some key 

methodological principles and characters which have guided the process of data 

collection and analysis through highlighting the literature of urban ethnography. Second, 

I explain my access to and knowledge of the field through an unboxing of my 

relationships with Immortal. Third, I discuss my sources of reflexivity and positions of 

knowledge by embarking on a reflection on my ethnographic memories and experiences.  

Finally, I offer a precise introduction to Immortal by revealing the process of data 

collection at different points in time. I argue that being conscious of the ethnographic 

position and sensitive to ethnographic encounters forms the epistemological 

foundations of this research and, as such, reinforces the quality and authenticity of my 

ethnographic account of public housing estates.  

4.1. Towards a Reflexive Ethnography: Principles and Practices 

Conducting ethnographic investigations is a common method used in researching 

working-class cultures and communities. It usually involves the practice of joining the 

physical community of the informants, building up social relationships with the 

informants, and becoming involved in the cultural activities in which the informants 



95 

are engaged. Above all, ethnographers rest on realist methodological conceptions of the 

‘self-other’ dichotomy and try to shorten the social distance arising between the 

researchers’ ‘selves’ and the researched ‘others’ by conducting ethnographic 

investigations (Cohen, 1994). For example, in his classical work William Whyte (1993) 

moved to an Italian-American slum and entered the working-class community of 

Cornerville in Boston’s North End; while Herbert Gans (1962) joined the Italian 

migrant community and studied the formation of working-class subculture in the West 

End; Paul Willis (1977) made friends with working-class children in schools in 

Hammertown and studied the relationship between social structure and class 

reproduction; and Jay MacLeod (1987, 1995, 2009) entered a low-income public 

housing development in Clarendon Heights and discussed class effects on working-

class aspirations and attainments. In more contemporary works, Simon Charlesworth 

(2000) returned to his hometown of Rotherham and scrutinised the impacts of de-

industrialisation upon his working-class neighbourhood; Kirsteen Paton (2014) stayed 

with residents in Partick and pointed out the unintended consequences of gentrification 

on working-class residents; and Lisa Mackenzie (2015) studied the St. Ann estate where 

she moved in and become a mother, thereby illustrating how working-class women 

have been stigmatised and excluded. These authors moved into the neighbourhoods 

they were researching and thus were able to build social bonds with their inhabitants. 

This method has proven to be effective for accessing hidden information and insider 

knowledge that can only be observed and understood within the natural setting of 

physical locations, known as the ‘field’ in a theoretical sense. 

Ethnographic research differs from other methodologies in that it requires a greater 

sense of sociological craftsmanship. In this regard, the approach is not bounded by the 

rigid standardisation of positivist research procedures or the practical obsession with 

naturalistic appeals to common sense. It extends to all different levels of skills and 

methods, provided that they serve the goal of fleshing out human stories within ordinary 

settings during the course of ethnographic investigation. Consistent with inductive 

methods of reasoning, ethnographic investigations usually draw on flexible selections 

and systematic combinations of various research methods which cross qualitative and 

quantitative approaches with other methodologies such as reviewing historical 

documents, studying demographic statistics, writing field notes or reports, and 

transcribing audio or visual recordings. (Willis, 2000; Van Maanen, 2011).  
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However, conducting ethnographic research has some major disadvantages and 

constraints because of the specific concerns arising in relation to physical contact, social 

relationships, and cultural immersion.  First, it is not always cost-effective, as it requires 

a lengthy period to establish good relationships and mutual trust between researchers 

and informants prior to the collection of data and the production of texts. In some cases, 

field access is not guaranteed because ethnographers have failed to seek the approval 

of the gate keepers or to build up the necessary level of trust with the targeted 

informants. Second, it is sometimes easy for ethnographers to become less objective in 

terms of data analysis because they have been too naïve when they are in essence 

required to immerse themselves into the social world of the informants and thereby 

become gradually socialised in order to understand the cultural meanings of data from 

the perspective of the informants. Third, it is almost impossible to derive ‘one-size-fits-

all’ conclusions because ethnographic investigations are more concerned with the 

relevance of data than with the representativeness of the reality, whereas ethnographers 

only start to understand the big picture of the reality by revealing a small part of it. Each 

of the aforementioned points should be noted before conducting ethnographic research 

(Babbie, 2016). 

Despite the disadvantages and constraints, ethnography is highly effective in 

discovering human stories and representing them within analytical sociological texts 

because it is particularly concerned with the cultural issues and details in the settings 

of everyday life. Sharing a similar aim to in-depth studies of relatively smaller 

populations, ethnography necessitates adopting a perspective from which to consider 

people’s experiences from below or, more broadly, avoiding reducing them to pure 

arenas for technical and categorical planning from above (Gerring, 2006; Harper, 1995; 

Mason, 2002). More importantly, conducting an ethnographic investigation ensures that 

ethnographers gain a deeper and better understanding of social relationships and 

cultural experiences than can be obtained via in-depth interviews or using standardised 

questionnaires, because ethnography relies heavily on staying with the researched 

informants for an extended length of time. In this sense, using data triangulation by way 

of constant comparisons of reactivity on different occasions and repeated verifications 

of findings among events are possible within the field of ethnography (Atkinson, 2015; 

Hammersley and Atkinson, 2019).  
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To ensure data quality and the validity of its analysis, the writing of ethnography 

requires the highest levels of cultural sensitivity and ethnographic reflexivity when 

ethnographers transform their ethnographic memories and experiences into texts by 

means of the knowledge acquired from their ethnographic selves (Collins and Gallinat, 

2013). In other words, any attempt to claim ‘value-free’ standpoints or to mirror 

‘objective’ facts as though they had never been in the field should be avoided because 

it may obviate the authenticity of the ethnographic accounts produced. Instead, 

ethnographers should address the limitations and advantages inherited from their 

knowledge position when they conducted ethnographic research. Hence, what 

ethnographers should do is to produce ‘meanings of meanings’ and seek ‘interpretations 

of interpretations’ (Geertz, 1973). In a nutshell, ethnographers should not merely take 

the data collected at face value, but rather treat it as a field of inferences in which 

hypothetical patterns can be identified and their validity tested. To justify the credibility 

of ethnographic analysis through an indication of the reflexivity of ethnographers and 

thereby reveal the process of the interpretation of the subject matter, including how the 

interpreted ideas are being developed, tested, modified or extended, is unavoidable 

(Lofland, 1974).  

Having reviewed the principles and characters in relation to conducting 

ethnography, I entered the physical neighbourhoods of public housing estates to make 

sense of the meanings behind the observed practices and the thoughts of public housing 

residents within their cultural contexts. Regarding my recognition of the substantive 

meanings of symbols and actions within their cultural systems, I became aware of the 

importance of building mutual trust and strong ties through active participation and 

intense involvement within the field because I have been clear that, without such social 

relationships and field interactions, there is no ethnographic investigation at all (Mulkay, 

1985; Emerson, Fretz and Shaw, 2011). It has also been noted that when I produced my 

ethnographic account, that I put quality before quantity, as I was determined not to add 

a ‘one-size-fits-all’ conclusion to the extant reality as determined by representative data, 

but rather I offer an insightful analysis of the reality using reliable and validated data. 

Yet, this awareness and attentiveness was far from sufficient. As ethnography is, by its 

very nature, is a form of reflexive knowledge, I am also required to address and 

acknowledge how my ethnographic self affects my interpretations of the ethnographic 

data collected from the field. In this way, I remained conscious of my knowledge 
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position and sensitive to my ethnographic encounters when I engaged in my inquiries 

with the excluded residents on public housing estates as they are the critical keys when 

transforming ethnographic data into sociological texts. 

4.2. My Attachments to Public Housing Estates 

In keeping with being reflexive to my ethnographic self, it has been well noted 

that I am neither ‘value free’, nor am I able to mirror ‘objective’ facts when I conduct 

ethnographic research with the intention of producing sociological knowledge of the 

‘other’ culture. Instead, I had developed my own value system and prejudgements to 

the place and the people I intended to study before I had even started my ethnographic 

investigations. In other words, my understanding of the field and its subjects had been 

unavoidably shaped, for better or for worse, by the knowledge position I had previously 

obtained in situ due to my past experience and prior knowledge. Hence, examining my 

relationship with the field and knowledge of it before commencing fieldwork was both 

necessary and helpful because it granted me a useful reference point from which to 

address the transformations of my ethnographic self (i.e. any resulting shifts of 

knowledge position).   

4.2.1. My Field Site: Immortal, A Mega-Estate Neighbourhood in which I was Born 

and Raised 

Immortal is the estate in which I was born and raised (living with my parents). It 

is one of the most widely defamed of the so-called mega-neighbourhoods of densely 

packed public housing estates with low-income populations. Both sides of my parents’ 

families originated from rural villages in the southern part of mainland China. They 

were part of the first wave of Chinese refugees who fled to Hong Kong to avoid the 

social chaos in mainland China after the end of World War II. While my great-

grandmother (on my father’s side) arrived with my infant father and was barely 

accommodated in a bed space within the squatter area on the periphery of urban 

Kowloon, my grandparents (on my mother’s side) were able to rent a subdivided room 

in an apartment in an old Chinese mansion where my grandmother gave birth to my 

mother in urban Kowloon. Due to the subsequent urban clearance of squatters and 

substandard buildings in Kowloon, my families were relocated to a newly developed 

mega-neighbourhood of resettlement estates called Immortal. Therefore, almost all of 
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family members were initially housed in the resettlement estates. Except for the very 

few who moved out for particular reasons, such as marriage and estate regeneration, 

most of my parents’ family members have been resident in the same place for more than 

six decades. Although Immortal is not where my parents’ families originated, they still 

live close to each other for family support and see it as a location for our permanent 

residence because of our familiarity with the estate and its neighbours.  

4.2.2. My Field Informants: ‘lokaifong’, Peers and their Family Members from my 

Neighbourhood Network 

Immortal is a typical mega-neighbourhood of public housing estates that were 

originally designed to house a considerable population within a limited space. Although 

various public housing estates have been often differentiated by their completion phases 

and design, none of them could actually become self-sustaining or fully satisfy 

everyday needs as they were intended to share communal spaces and public amenities 

such as schools, hospitals, transportation, and leisure facilities. Immortal itself is home 

to several hundred thousand residents. Given its huge population, it is understandable 

that not every Immortal resident knows all of his or her neighbours well or is 

sufficiently outgoing to create an expanded social circle. However, this does not mean 

that public housing residents have no wider community or no social life within the 

neighbourhood. Indeed the community and its vibrant social life are formed between 

families and neighbours. Having been subjected to positive non-interventionist policies, 

Immortal residents are now deficient in terms of social welfare and public service. 

Hence, they have learned to live on mutual aid where it is available and accessible 

within the neighbourhood. They build their family-based neighbourhood networks 

through their everyday interactions in sharing resources and public facilities. The term 

‘kaifong’ literally refers to ‘street and square’ and, in essence, it refers to those 

neighbours you meet on the streets and inside the squares because they share the same 

markets and public facilities. The term ‘lo’ literally translates to ‘being old’, yet 

substantially means ‘being in a relationship for a long time’. The term ’lokaifong’ thus 

refers to your local community of peers, friends and associates who form your support 

network and with whom you are able to build up a relationship of trust and commitment 

over a long period.  
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The relationship among lokaifong becomes very close over time, although a 

lokaifong network is an informal association based on social interactions within the 

neighbourhood which residents use to describe their linkages and relationships as 

follows: ‘the social relationship among residents in the estate is like the physical 

connection between melon and ivy in the shed, you may find the social network 

intercepted and inseparable’ (tang ling gwa ling tang). Due to my family history, I was 

both born and bred in Immortal and derived my own network of lokaifong. This is 

comprised of my peers who I met in the streets or at school and their family members. 

Given these close relationships, we usually greet one another in the streets as though 

we are family members, although we share no hereditary connection. I hail my peers 

and their siblings as ‘brother’ or ‘sister’, or by their given names, and their parents with 

the familiar accolade of ‘uncle’ or ‘aunt’, while older members of the community have 

the appellation of ‘grandpa’ or ‘grandma’. I am thus known as ‘Brother Ho’ or ‘Ka-ho’ 

(my given name) within my family and peer network. 

4.2.3. My Field Knowledge: Stigma, Poverty and Public Housing Estates 

My knowledge of poverty, stigma and public housing estates originated from my 

grandmother’s stories when I was a child. In the past, school services were either 

limited or unaffordable to most working-class families who laboured in factories for 

subsistence wages. Although all children were entitled to a free education before 

higher secondary school, almost all working-class students in my cohort (who 

qualified for low-income subsidies for stationery and transport) were only entitled to 

half-days of school before the age of twelve. Like other Immortal children who had 

dual-income parents, I was sent to my grandmother’s home for day-care whenever my 

parents had to work.  

From my recollection, my grandmother was widely regarded as a pessimistic and 

strange person in Immortal. Having survived the wars in mainland China and the 

hardships of colonial Hong Kong, her family gradually expanded from two to over 

twenty. By her early seventies, she had nine children, four children-in-law and nine 

grandchildren. Despite her flourishing family, which was regarded as a blessing from 

the gods in a local Chinese context, she seldom laughed and was never praised because 

she was ‘too sensitive’ to others’ views and words. Having spent time together, I often 

witnessed the emotional moments of my grandmother. My earliest awareness of foul 
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language emanated from her when she flew into a tirade against her daughters after 

she heard bad comments about her economic status and residential location from some 

of her more prosperous relatives who lived outside of the Immortal estate.  

Given that she had been unemployed and widowed with two less-able children 

before I was born, my grandmother never complained of the absence of social support 

and refused all of her benefit entitlements for the aged and disabled. Despite this lack 

of funding, she preferred to live within her means and saved hard for unexpected 

expenditures. She used to keep a tight budget, only shopping for bargains. Offering 

friends and their families things is a local Chinese practice intended to express 

goodwill and cultivate social relationships. Offering gifts during social events, 

irrespective of their material worth, or meals (either formally and informally) on other 

days are two of the most common examples of such practices. Throughout my 

recollections of childhood, I had no impression that my grandmother ever settled any 

bills when dining out or bought any new clothes for herself or other family members. 

She would only extend her limited budget to cheap foods, such as preserved fish, 

scrambled eggs, steamed tofu (bean curd), steamed rice mixed with soya sauce, or 

fried rice, keeping many different ingredients in the fridge. Except for special 

celebrations such as the Chinese New Year and the mid-autumn festival when my 

uncle and aunts would subsidise the costs of our food, more expensive dishes such as 

steamed fish, abalone soup, poached children, roast pork, and mushroom in oyster 

sauce were seldom seen. She was not, however, alone in her poverty when I was small. 

Despite her ‘negative’ personality traits, my grandmother was generally nice to 

me and I loved her very much. As I recall, my grandmother collected me from school, 

shopped with me in the wet market for ingredients, prepared my food, set up my 

napping bed, and, above all, taught me of her experiences and personal knowledge of 

poverty and stigma. On the round dining table in her public housing unit she told me 

to finish all my food because ‘making a living was so difficult, that people had nothing 

to eat but tree roots or field rats during the war’. Like many other working-class 

neighbourhoods, physical punishments in Immortal were very common, as they were 

considered the most ‘effective’ way to keep children submissive and obedient. During 

my childhood teachers were also allowed to punish pupils in school. My grandmother, 

however, seldom punished me physically, but she used to teach me the importance of 
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valuing food via verbal threats. She repeated her warnings that ‘what remains in the 

bowl is what your future wife will look like’. Having been so verbally frightened on 

an everyday basis, I finished my rice with an unreasonable feeling of fear, but could 

not fully understand why my future wife would be affected by my habit of leaving 

unwanted food. Other than sharing her difficult experiences of the past, my 

grandmother also used to tell me how inferior and shameful it was to be poor and to 

have to live in public housing. I could not recall how many times I was inculcated in 

her dining room that, 

It's simply because we are poor, people, therefore, look down on us, and they 

even stay away from us, so we practically are no different from having no 

relatives or other friends. What's the greatest shame is that we fail to compete 

for recognition! Remember, when you grow up, you must earn more money, 

buy a house and improve your living condition for the family. 

Under these circumstances, I learned that being poor and living in public housing 

is to be excluded and looked down upon. Having acknowledged the disadvantages of 

poverty, I was also educated that I was responsible for my family’s pride and survival. 

I was told that being a manual or factory worker was a harsh and difficult life and that 

I should avoid the hardships of my parents if at all possible. Therefore, I should aim 

to earn a greater income through acquiring educational qualifications to alleviate the 

financial burdens of my parents by giving all of my income to my mother just as my 

mother and her siblings had done before to my grandmother. Hence, ‘studying harder, 

earning a greater income, and giving money to my mother’ was the formula of being 

a good grandson that was instilled in me as a child. As an infant, I did not fully 

understand my grandmother’s sorrow, but I followed her teachings in the hope that 

my grandmother would become happier. As my mother promised to give me a ten 

dollar reward (enough for a cup of ice cream) whenever I achieved full marks in the 

weekly dictations, I presented all my cash rewards to my grandmother as I wanted to 

bring her some moments of joy. I continued this habit for years until I was no longer 

required to do dictation at school.  

Due to their social neglect and economic inadequacy, my parents’ families 

suffered extreme poverty and hardship when Immortal was a new development in the 

1950s. My parents, as well as most of their peers, had no formal education, and instead 

entered the workforce at the age of 11 or 12 as child labourers to earn household 
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incomes. They worked in machine and garment factories within the industrial zone to 

the south of the Immortal estate. Hence, all members of my parents’ families had 

acquired a range of manufacturing skills before the factories eventually closed in the 

1990s. My generation, which was born and raised in the 1980s, embarked on a 

different life course from that of my parents. In this way, all children born into the 

neighbourhood following the introduction of compulsory education in the 1970s were 

sent to schools instead of factories as they were not legally allowed to be employed 

until the age of 15.  

4.3. My Ethnographic Reflection: Sources of Reflexivity and Positions of Knowledge 

Having spent a great deal of time reflecting on staying with my grandmother and 

living in a poor neighbourhood of public housing, I have come to be much clearer on 

the formation and transformation of my ethnographic self both before and after my 

ethnographic investigations. Where I differ from other middle-class researchers is that 

I am perhaps uniquely positioned to study public housing estates in neoliberal Hong 

Kong because I come from Immortal, a typical mega-neighbourhood specifically 

designed for low-income groups, public housing that suffers from poverty and 

exclusion due to territorial stigma. Given my residential status and extensive personal 

network, I saved a great deal of time in negotiating my field access with the gate keepers 

and obtained access to a stigmatised group of public housing residents with relative 

ease. Regardless of the relevance of the case or the ease of access, I came to realise that 

I had been intellectually blinded in making sense of the social meanings behind the 

class stigma of public housing estates because my ethnographic self was delimited to 

the knowledge position of an observant participant, one who participates in the cultural 

issues of the neighbourhood rather than observing them as an impartial outsider. Having 

accessed my lokaifong, I was frequently asked ‘What’s the point of studying the poor 

neighbourhood of Immortal?’ This may simply be because public housing estates have 

been socially considered to be ‘point zero’. In line with the thinking of my lokaifong, I 

found that I had neither previously considered that public housing estates could be a 

valuable topic for research nor understood how my individual experiences were 

interconnected with the wider social context. To be precise, I had no idea that my 

individual experiences could ever have triggered a social research agenda on class and 

stigma. Until this juncture, I had unconsciously accepted that which had been imposed 
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upon my neighbourhood, as I had lacked the cultural resources or conceptual 

frameworks to produce an alternative narrative. 

4.3.1. Sources of Reflexivity: University Education 

My sources of reflexivity came from my university education. I was unexpectedly 

admitted to university and became one of the few university graduates from my 

neighbourhood. During my undergraduate study, I read many sociological pieces of 

literature on public housing development, poverty culture and cultural class analysis 

through undertaking different courses on urban sociology, qualitative research methods 

and social stratification and inequality. I was particularly influenced by Oscar Lewis’s 

Five Families: Mexican Case Studies in the Culture of Poverty (1959); Beverley Skeggs’ 

Formations of Class and Gender (1997; and Mike Savage’s Class Analysis and Social 

Transformation (2000). Having benefited from my undergraduate education, I had 

grasped some of the basic theoretical tenets of the poverty, culture and class that 

influenced my upbringing. Although I had been working as researcher and teacher in 

university since my graduation, it seemed too difficult for someone who had existed in 

a status of misrecognition to change rigorously and quickly. Harbouring self-doubts and 

hesitation, I lacked the confidence and capacity to articulate what I had learned into a 

single analytical framework until I had accumulated greater knowledge, had become 

more mature and had further widened my horizons during my doctoral studies in 

London. It was there that I read some texts that addressed issues of stigmatisation, such 

as Loïc Wacquant’s Urban Outcasts: Comparative Sociology of Advanced Marginality 

(2008) and Lisa McKenzie’s Getting By: Estates, Class and Culture in Austerity Britain 

(2015). The new ideas and people I met in London not only afforded me more reference 

points for my contemplations, but also offered other successful illustrations of 

sociological research for my research formulations. I, therefore, become more confident 

(but still not very) and capable of formulating my own research agenda to study the 

relationship arising between territorial stigma and internal culture on the public housing 

estates in neoliberal Hong Kong.  

4.3.2. Changing Knowledge Positions: From a Researcher Resident to a Resident 

Researcher 

Based on my sources of reflexivity, I find that my ethnographic self has evolved 
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when I revisit my neighbourhood with an altered role from that of resident researcher, 

one who simply worked as a researcher but resided there, to a resident researcher, who 

purposely resided there while working as a researcher. Along with my changing role, 

the knowledge position of my ethnographic self had shifted from that of observatory 

participant, who put participation before observation, to a participatory observer, who 

placed observation before participation. As my lokaifong did, I had once imagined that 

I knew the full picture of my neighbourhood as I was born and raised there. I was 

continuously told, ‘Why don’t you ask yourself? You’re supposed to know this in 

Immortal!’ when I started my ethnographic investigations. Having investigated 

precisely and triangulated carefully with different sources of ethnographic data, I now 

find that my knowledge of the field was either fragmented or incomprehensive. For 

instance, I knew the origin of my grandmother but had had no idea of her arrival story. 

I knew the neighbourhood through the residential experience of stigma, but I had 

neither been clear about the exact contents of the official narrative of public housing 

nor the actual proportion of the population and its density before I began to study 

Immortal seriously. 

Although Immortal is a typical neighbourhood of public housing estates that are 

negatively viewed by the rest of society, I found that my selection of Immortal among 

a number of possible case studies was not purely based on its distinctive qualities, but 

rather on my personal preference. I noted that my upbringing enabled me to formulate 

my sociological inquiries into the class stigma of public housing through my personal 

experience of being devalued in Immortal. As C. Wright Mills (2000) suggested, I have 

drawn on my ‘sociological imagination’ to examine my individual experience within a 

larger social context of the effect of class stigma on place. Although the selection of 

Immortal as a case study was driven by personal interest, it does not mean that my 

sample has no sociological meaning. On the contrary, my attachments, in terms of 

primary socialisation and social bonds, has enabled me to cultivate my interests and 

guide me to study the class stigma of public housing estates, because Immortal is not 

only about my ethnographic field, but also an inseparable part of my life.  

Further, I was socialised via my familial education as regards class stigma, but I 

was unaware of what the adults meant to me who were a part of the estate 

neighbourhood. When I place what I have been taught into the wider context of 
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territorial stigmatisation, I come to understand the substantial meaning of the local 

phrase, ‘Ask not where heroes come from’ (jing hung mok man ceot cyu), which I have 

repeatedly heard my father say. The phrase simply means that we should not judge 

people by their origins and situation, but rather through their efforts and performance 

because we know how prejudiced and unfair this can be. I came to understand, as I was 

reinstated with my family, the role and importance of parental and grandparental rule 

and the notion that children should support their family both socially and economically 

and strive harder at school so that they might earn better-paid positions and improve 

their family’s standing. I initially failed to consider that my family socialisation was 

not simply about following cultural norms, but also about learning the rules of survival 

until some of my ideological notions were displaced as I gained some further 

sociological insights from Oscar Lewis’s works on the function of poverty culture. I 

have come to understand that norms which were formed and passed down from older 

to younger generations are not built purely on customs, but rather transmitted 

substantial benefits. It is the way in which low-income parents were able to raise their 

children and senior citizens could prepare for retirement when welfare and pensions 

were otherwise not available.  

Perhaps more importantly, I find that I have conflated memories of the past with 

the wrong people. I even realise that I had been unconsciously personalising social 

problems into my family and my lokaifong. It was not until I developed greater 

intellectual insights that I began to consider my grandmother more fairly. Instead of 

misunderstanding her ‘retreating’ and ‘sensitive’ character, I realised that my 

grandmother was a hidden victim who was blamed, not because of bad behaviour, but 

because of her poor economic status and deprived residential address. She looked 

unhappy because she had suffered from too little social sympathy and too much social 

misrecognition. I am, therefore, interested in and relieved by Pierre Bourdieu’s notions 

of symbolic violence and misrecognition, because it has offered me some ways to 

understand the distinctive character of my grandmother within a wider social context. 

4.4. Entering Working-Class Immortal: Field Period and Data Collection 

As a public housing resident who was born and raised locally, I found it difficult 

to determine the exact time frame over which I collected data and how many people I 

interacted with at Immortal because I have always been a part of it. Generally speaking, 
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my ethnographic investigations covered the period from May 2015 when I first 

accessed Immortal’s residents to December 2019 when I wrote up my doctoral 

dissertation. Except for the period from August 2016 to August 2017 when I was away 

for the continuation of my doctoral studies in London, I lived in Immoral and kept (and 

am still keeping) my research diary to record my ethnographic encounters and 

experiences. Having spent almost five years on both data collection and analysis, I have 

come to realise that I have produced a large (and still growing) body of data. However, 

this does not mean that I lost a time frame in which to collect data, collate my research 

findings and draw meaningful conclusions. Except for the introductory chapter, which 

I strategically use to draw the readers’ attention to key themes, all ethnographic data 

presented throughout the chapters are based on the records from my research diary 

which was produced specifically and systematically during the period from May 2015 

to August 2016 (16 months) when I was resident in the Immortal mega-estate as a full 

time researcher. These records principally cover my ethnographic collections, 

interactions, conversations, observations and interviews with 45 informants (from, 

respectively, 30 nuclear and extended families) on different occasions and in various 

settings. Specifically, the informants came from two groups, including 42 lokaifong (33 

public housing tenants and 9 TPS/HOS owners/occupants) whom I met frequently and 

interviewed repeatedly because of our proximity and established friendships, and three 

professional practitioners (including one social worker, one estate manager, and one 

university lecturer) who knew me from my workplace and interacted with me by chance 

in Immortal. While some data are used for the purposes of triangulation and verification, 

some data were found to be ‘saturated’. I selected 22 of the most relevant figures drawn 

from the two groups and present them as the principal characters in this research.  

My research strategy in relation to my informants was a ‘hands on’ approach, 

being physically located in the Immortal estate and interacting with my lokaifong 

closely. As I was widely perceived to have long since left to study overseas, ‘reuniting’ 

or ‘checking-in’ was always the pretext for me to get along with and ‘bump into’ my 

peers and their family members when I returned to Immortal as I was well-known as a 

mature ‘student’ who would temporarily come to stay in Immortal ‘to collect 

information for course requirements’. As my lokaifong were fond of being updated as 

to my status and curious of my studying experiences, I was usually invited to join 

various group gatherings which they organised enthusiastically for me in their homes 
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or nearby restaurants. Through accepting such invitations to group gatherings (twice a 

month on average), I was always allowed to explain (and even discuss) my plan to study 

public housing estates, observe the interactions there, and infiltrate their conversations 

(with their informed consent) over time. 

To collect as much data as possible, I recruited all the people that I knew in 

Immortal to my research project. In addition to passively waiting to be invited and 

bumped into within the neighbourhood, I actively contacted my peers and their family 

members whom I had met during various reunions and asked whether they were willing 

to be repeatedly interviewed in more formal settings. Based on my extensive 

recruitment and systematic scheduling, I was, on average, able to meet with two of my 

peers and their families on an individual basis to conduct interviews in order to obtain 

direct answers or ‘hang around’ for the purposes of participant observation. ‘You just 

ask whatever you like, you can keep asking until there is no question left’ was a familiar 

and receptive response. Through engaging myself in both group gatherings and 

individual appointments, I was able to make sense of the thoughts and knowledge of 

public housing residents on a range of topics, including territorial stigma, arrival stories, 

settlement histories, family structures, work routines, economic status, cultural values, 

political orientations, residential settings, exclusion experiences, local (placed) 

belongings, class imaginations, mobility aspirations, everyday concerns, and other 

relevant issues.  

Being a part of my reflexivity, I have noted carefully that these lokaifong, my 

informants, were not randomly selected, but rather purposively recruited. Without 

excluding the older generation from among my informants, I was more intent on 

focusing on recruiting the ‘up-and-coming’ generation as I intended to highlight the 

sharp end of neoliberal restructuring by revealing their collective experiences and 

feelings. I also duly note that I took a broader perspective so as to frame my informants 

as part of a poorer population. Instead of relying on conventional indicators such as 

income, occupation, or education, I have considered poverty with alternative indictors 

such as modes of living, ways of life, and attachments to place, because I intended to 

offer a more contextualised picture of poverty on public housing estates with specific 

reference to the way in which my informants understood themselves and their situations, 

wherein poverty was not only viewed in terms of how much one had or earned, but also 
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by what one worked as and how one was differentiated by where one resided. In this 

regard, my informants were generally considered to comprise a homogenous group 

which shared great similarity and commonality in terms of their working-class origins, 

family organisation, economic conditions, immigrant histories, stigmatisation 

experiences, social ties and local attachments within the estate neighbourhood. Yet there 

were specific differences in terms of sex, age, education, occupation, income, housing 

tenure and residential status. 

In this regard, my research strategy only allowed me to reach a small group of 

public housing residents who felt discriminated and excluded because of who they were 

known to be and where they lived. Further, I sampled informants from those estate 

families which were already known to me and who shared similar views, experiences 

and values with me. Therefore, informants from a younger generation who were born 

and bred locally are relatively more indicative, while those from the older generations 

who were born and bred in the mainland China and arrived as refugees or immigrants 

were relatively lesser informative. Regardless of the skewed numbers of informants 

sampled across the two generations, around 80% of the informants from the two groups 

were public housing tenants, while some 20% were HOS/TPS owners. However, all 

head tenants and TPS/HOS owners came from the generation which preceded mine.16 

Although the informants I recruited and interviewed were not statistically 

significant or entirely representative, this does not mean that sampling a particular 

group is methodologically problematic or sociologically irrelevant. Just as Peter Berger 

(1963) suggests, studying ‘the particular’ experiences of small groups confers the 

ability to ‘see the general’ (social forces and structures) at work because of the existence 

of ‘society in man’, in which individual experiences have been constantly shaped and 

reshaped by social forces and their overarching structures wherein different actors are 

collectively placed into common social settings. In this regard, I am confident that the 

informants I recruited and interviewed did not only refer to the peers, friends and 

neighbours of an ordinary estate resident, but also socially implied local ties and social 

                                                       
16 More details of the selectively represented figures in this dissertation may be seen in the section of 

Appendix I: Cast of Characters after the section of Bibliography. Age, gender, education, occupation, 

income, marriage status and residential status are respectively informed.  
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networks of locally born and bred residents within public housing estate that has been 

formed and reformed by the social forces of neoliberal restructuring since the 1980s. In 

line with the sociological perspective of Peter Berger, I do not seek to statically 

generalise the social totality of all public housing residents through my particular 

sample, but rather to humanistically inform as to the general social forces and structures 

by interpreting and representing the lived experiences of a particular group. I learned 

that the value of my approach is not to produce a statistically representative study, but 

to draw a sociologically relevant picture of public housing estates in contemporary 

Hong Kong.  

In addition, I found that ethnographic investigations at a micro-level were far from 

capable of offering accounts of the geography, demography and history of Immortal at 

the macro-level. I also engaged in documentary research during the aforementioned 

period as I collected information in the form of historical photos, geographical maps, 

official archives and other materials related to my field from some locally serving non-

government organizations and assorted governmental departments to make sense of the 

physical setting, social condition and historical development of my field. In other words, 

I integrated all manner of useful information and relevant materials from both 

established and preliminary sources and used them to outline the socio-historical 

settings of both the stigmatisation and marginalisation that Immortal residents fall into. 

I made specially edited figures, illustrations, tables and graphs and combined them with 

ethnographic data to form the basis for discussions across various chapters. Regardless 

of data sources used for either ethnographic investigation or documentary research, I 

assigned randomised pseudonyms for the names of people and places at a regional level 

to protect the privacy of my informants and the interests of my neighbourhood from 

being invaded and exploited. Having reflected on my ethnographic experiences and my 

position within the field of Immortal, I found that I can provide a more complete and 

comprehensive account, one that transcends the constraints of insider knowledge and 

outsider gaze. Having collected my ethnographic data from sources, reflexivity and 

insider knowledge, I was inspired to refresh my knowledge of the Immortal estate and 

to produce a concise picture of the de-industrialised neighbourhood and its deprived 

residents.  
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4.4.1. Immortal: Location and Estate Setting 

Bordered by rugged mountains to the north and coastal areas to the south, 

Immortal is located in a valley in the north of the Kowloon Peninsula (see Figure 4.1). 

The natural landscape and public highways form the physical boundaries of the 

neighbourhood in a very distinctive way. Occupying a small territory of approximately 

two square kilometres, Immortal is a mega-neighbourhood comprising 14 individual 

public housing estates. It accommodates some 160,000 tenants within over 57,000 

public housing units. Having covered a planned web of public services, including 

recreation, transport, markets, medical facilities, educational institutes, fire and police 

stations, the neighbourhood was designed and built for mass residence as were many 

other mega estate neighbourhoods in Hong Kong. Designed in a simple concentric 

layout, different areas of the neighbourhood are allocated for different specific land 

uses and serve various social functions. Public amenities, such as recreational facilities, 

government services, educational institutions, wet markets and transportation hubs for 

buses, minibuses and mass transit railway, are found near the centre of the 

neighbourhood, where landmarks including the Immortal King Temple, Immortal 

Shopping Complex and Immortal Mass Transit Railway Station (MTR) are located. 

Massive towers of public housing were built around the fringes of the neighbourhood, 

and residents and their offspring were expected to go to school, to shop or to travel in 

the centre, which is within walkable distance (see Illustration 4.1. to Illustration 4.9.). 
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Figure 4.1. A Sketch of the Immortal Neighbourhood 

 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (July 2016) 
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Illustration 4.1. Immortal King Temple and its Believers 

 

Source Author’s Research Diary (January 2016) 

 

Illustration 4.2. Immortal Shopping Complex

 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (June 2016) 
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Illustration 4.3. Mass Transit Railway (MTR) – Immortal Station

 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (August 2015) 

Illustration 4.4. Interchange Station (Outward) 

 
Source: Author’s Research Diary (August 2015) 
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Illustration 4.5. Interchange Station (Inward) 

 
Source: Author’s Research Diary (August 2015) 

Illustration 4.6. A Wet Market

 
Source: Author’s Research Diary (August 2015) 
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Illustration 4.7. Immortal Community Centre and Social Welfare Department 

 
Source: Author’s Research Diary (August 2015) 

Illustration 4.8. A Leisure Park and Open Space 

 
Source: Author’s Research Diary (August 2015) 
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Illustration 4.9. A Basketball Court and Playground

 
Source: Author’s Research Diary (August 2015) 

The name Immortal derives from the Immortal King Temple, a Taoist temple that 

was established in the area in 1921. Having originally been marked as ‘barren rock’ on 

the official map, the area in which Immortal is located was predominately rural and had 

been sparsely populated by indigenous Chinese villagers. Due to the extension of urban 

Kowloon, the location became incorporated into New Kowloon in 1937. With the 

arrival of post-war Chinese refugees from mainland China, the area had subsequently 

evolved into a poor neighbourhood of public housing estates (known as resettlement 

estates) by 1972, with the first seven-storey resettlement building constructed in 1957. 

Due to the unexpected decay of these resettlement buildings and the increasing need 

for affordable housing and modern development in terms of transportation networks, 

Immortal was gradually rebuilt into a more densely populated neighbourhood 

comprising numerous modernised towers over the past four decades. Although new 

small-scale constructions of public housing towers for different purposes are 

occasionally undertaken, the urban layout and residential setting of the neighbourhood 

which was designed and completed during the 1980s has remained largely unchanged 

since the turn of the Millennium.  
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4.4.2. De-Industrialisation and its Social Impacts 

Having being declared as a free port by Sir Henry Pottinger in 1842, Hong Kong 

under the auspices of British Colonial rule had engaged in entrepôt trade since the first 

half of the eighteenth century. It was only industrialised after its status as an entrepôt 

suffered a serious setback when the United Nations (UN) imposed an embargo on 

mainland China after the People’s Republic of China (PRC) sent troops to assist North 

Korea in 1953. Given the fact that millions of Chinese immigrants subsequently fled to 

Hong Kong after the social chaos that ensued these wars, the flow of capital and 

technology offered by this wave of immigrant capitalists, in combination with an 

abundant supply of cheap labour in the form of political and economic refugees, 

gradually gave rise to a substantial manufacturing base by the end of 1970s. In 1961, 

1971 and 1981, 39.9%, 47.4% and over 50% of the labour force, respectively, were 

employed in the manufacturing sector (Lee, 2016). Due to its rapid industrialisation, 

Hong Kong swiftly became an affluent society and wages increased. The factories 

however began to relocate from Hong Kong to mainland China after the announcement 

of the Open-Door Policy by the PRC in 1978, which offered cheaper land prices and 

lower labour costs. The relocation of factories away from Hong Kong resulted in a rapid 

deindustrialisation after the 1980s,  and only 10.4% and 4.0 % of the total labour force, 

respectively, remained in the industrial sector in 1996 and 2011 (Census and Statistics 

Department, Various Years) 

Unlike many advanced Western societies, there was no mass unemployment after 

economic restructuring from an industrial to service sector based economy, and the 

unemployment rate stabilised at less than 4% (except for the period of the Asian 

Financial Crisis of 1998-2003) as the newly redundant factory workers were absorbed 

into the rapidly expanding service and financial sectors during the 1990s. Hong Kong, 

since the formal handover of sovereignty from its British colonisers to the PRC in 1997, 

has gradually become an advanced capitalist city, relying heavily on the production of, 

and revenues from its service sectors (Tse, 2002; Chiu and Lui 2009). According to the 

2019 Hong Kong Annual Digest of Statistics, 87.6% percent of its labour force was 

employed in tertiary production in 2018, contributing 92.4% of the territory’s GDP 

(Census and Statistics Department, 2019).  
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Since the announcement of the Open-Door Policy by the PRC in 1978, almost all 

of the skilled workers from the Immortal estate needed to shift to the service and finance 

sectors for job opportunities. From the 1950s to the 1990s, the southern end of Immortal 

had been an area of light industries, where toys, watches, electronics, plastics, 

machinery, and textiles were manufactured. Immortal was once one of the major 

industrial areas of Hong Kong. By the end of the 1990s, all manufacturing activities in 

the south end of Immortal had, however, entirely gone. It is widely said by locals that 

‘nine out of ten households’ in that part of the estate worked for the factories directly 

or indirectly during the ‘golden age of factories’ (to use local terminology). Almost all 

the multi-storied manufacturing factories at the southern end were subsequently 

transformed into serviced apartments and commercial buildings during the de-

industrialising period of the 1990s. Falling into such an atypical path of economic 

development, those Immortal residents who had lost their jobs in the factories were 

unexpectedly saved from the brutal fate of mass unemployment because of the swift 

expansion of the service sectors following de-industrialisation. However, due to the 

polarised distribution of incomes within the service sector, those blue-collar workers 

who had either received little or no education in the form of certified qualifications, or 

else had few transferable skills outside of the factory environment were gradually 

marginalised and impoverished when they took up the positions at the bottom rungs of 

the service sector. De-industrialisation has thus led to intergenerational poverty, despite 

the residents having gradually transitioned from blue-collar employment to becoming 

the ‘working poor’ of the lowest ends of the white-collar and ‘pink-collar’ job markets. 

According to the published Hong Kong Population Census over the past three decades, 

the averaged unemployment rate for the economically active population in Immortal 

has stabilised at around 4%, or below. Thus, de-industrialisation did not directly result 

in mass unemployment, but most of the working residents I was told, were forced to 

work under harsher conditions and were obligated to work extra hours without overtime 

compensation. In this sense, they earned substantially lower rates than the legally 

protected minima. 

4.4.3. State-led Regeneration and Public Housing Privatisation 

Due to various policy interventions, Immortal has undergone a long and rigorous 

process of state-led regeneration and privatisation since the 1980s. Although public 
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housing estates have been repeatedly exemplified as the benevolent government’s 

caring response to destitute populations, public housing estates were poorly constructed 

en masse, as the government failed to perform its supervisory obligations, thereby 

enabling the contractors to corrupt their budgets and cut corners during the construction 

process. Since the very first reports of concrete spalling and water seepage from two 

newly built public housing buildings in the New Territories, public housing structures 

have frequently been reported as problematic and below the required standard since the 

early 1980s. Having inspected the building structures, the government announced that 

at least 577 public housing buildings had failed to meet the prerequisite safety standards 

and were likely to collapse in 1985 because the concrete densities were unacceptably 

low. As a result, no fewer than 26 public housing buildings at a high risk of imminent 

collapse were to be rebuilt, while 551 public housing buildings that were no in 

immediate danger were repaired to stabilise the fragile structures and alleviate the 

issues of concrete spalling and water seepage. Initially, the government intended to 

extend the utility lifespans of these problematic structures through a programme of 

repair and consolidation. As soon as these works been proven to be ineffective and 

unsustainable, the government then launched the Comprehensive Redevelopment 

Programme (CRP) in 1988 to replace 566 structurally sub-standard public housing 

blocks, most of which were completed before 1973 (Radio Television Hong Kong, 1985; 

Television Broadcasts Limited, 1989; Asia Television Limited, 1996; Independent 

Commission Against Corruption 2020). 

As one of the oldest neighbourhoods of public housing estates in the territory, 

Immortal and its tenants were severely affected by the estate regeneration and 

privatisation programmes of the 1980s. Indeed, the public housing buildings had proven 

problematic since the first official announcement of building failures in 1985, prior to 

Immortal’s inclusion within the CRP in 1988. Six of the public housing buildings 

deemed likely to collapse were to be rebuilt immediately, and more than a hundred, 

almost all those within the problem neighbourhood which had been officially classified 

as sub-standard, were to be repaired. In this regard, repair and reconstruction works, 

driven both before and after the announcement of the CRP, had transformed Immortal 

into a major construction site until the final phase of construction works was completed 

by the end of the first decade of the new Millennium. Although the nature of the 

neighbourhoods was transformed from chaotic resettlement estates to orderly housing 
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towers, the original communities remained because most of the affected residents 

arranged to resettle into the newly built ‘estates’ within the physical boundaries of 

Immortal. The Immortal King Temple continues to serve as the epicentre of a 

neighbourhood that offers most of the essential services in terms of leisure faculties, 

public transportation, and job opportunities (Housing Authority, 2009)  

Illustration 4.10. A Nearly Abandoned Playground

 
Source: Author’s Research Diary (July 2016) 

Along with the subsequent completions of public housing towers, the regenerated 

Immortal estate has been progressively privatized, both residentially and commercially, 

since the late 1980s. To reduce the financial burdens from such public housing provision, 

the government has subsequently sold parts of Immortal’s public housing units and all 

associated commercial facilities over time. The advent of residential privatisation in 

Immortal can be traced back to the early days of the HOS in 1986. This was later 

accelerated by the introduction of the TPS in 1999. While those public housing units 

sold via HOS were built on the outskirts of the neighbourhood, those sold via TPS were 

selected from 3 (of the 14) public housing estates located in the north, centre and the 

south of Immortal. According to the official statistics of the HA, some 12,000 and 
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14,000 public housing units were sold via the HOS and TPS, respectively, between 

1986 and 2019 (Housing Authority, Various Years). Most of the units that were sold are 

now owned by their original occupants, although a few were subsequently resold by 

public housing tenants to the housing market. Three decades have passed since 

privatisation began in the territory. The responsibilities and expenditures of 

management and maintenance that were once of no concern to the public housing 

tenants have recently become both vexing and unaffordable issues for those who 

purchased their units (Apple Daily, 2019b; Oriental Daily News, 2019). As for those in 

the rest of the territory, many of the privatised tower buildings that were not regularly 

maintained have since deteriorated considerably. The poor residents who purchased 

their units at highly subsidised prices are often simply unable to afford the bills relating 

to unexpected maintenance work that stem from substandard building design or 

construction quality (see Illustration 4.10. and Illustration 4.11.). 

Illustration 4.11. A Deteriorating Tower Building and its Peeling Mosaic Titles 

 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (July 2016) 
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Commercial privatisation in the Immortal estate could be traced back to the 

introduction of the LINK at the end of 2005. To prop up a falling housing market, the 

government, under tremendous pressure from landlords and real estate developers, 

announced the suspension of the TPS programme in 2002. Instead of selling public 

housing units, the government subsequently turned to selling all public amenities and 

premises, including shopping centres, car parks and commercial offices, by setting up 

the LINK Real Estate Investment Trust within the financial market. All shopping 

centres, wet markets, car parks, and leisure facilities that had been rebuilt and owned 

by the government were therefore sold on. By the end of 2015, all of the new privatised 

shopping centres had been subsequently renovated to maximise their utility rates and 

profit margins. Although commercial services, including groceries, shops, restaurants, 

barbers, beauty salons, medical centres, electronics shops, car parks and supermarkets 

and wet markets, are still accessible, they have become less affordable than they were 

when the original community and its small-family-run businesses. Many of the 

Immortal residents have since suffered greater expenditures for lower quantities and 

qualities in the newly ‘gentrified’ neighbourhood. 

4.4.4. A Disadvantaged and Under-Resourced Neighbourhood 

Immortal falls within the jurisdiction of the Immortal District Council which was 

formed in 1981. The Immortal District remains one of the most deprived districts in 

terms of per capita household income, level of educational attainment and living 

density. It is a place of many disadvantages and its residents suffer from extreme 

overcrowding, intergenerational poverty and low educational achievements.  According 

to the 2011 Hong Kong Population Census, the median household income, post-

secondary educated population, and population density are, respectively, $10,000/ 

month, 17%, and (approximately) 83,000/km2, respectively; whereas, the equivalent 

statistics for the entire territory are, respectively, $25,000/month, 24% and 6,500/km2 

(see Illustrations 4.12.). Having experienced a long historical period of economic 

restructuring and housing regeneration, Immortal residents, despite being sheltered and 

employed, suffer from severe overcrowding, insufficient facilities and difficult working 

conditions made worse by low monthly incomes.  
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Illustration 4.12. Birds-Eye View of Overcrowded Immortal from the South 

 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (May 2016) 

Despite the positive outlook for the lifespan of most of the new tower buildings, 

the neighbourhood has been chronically under-resourced, with most of the facilities and 

services remaining both superficial and symbolic and not functioning as efficiently as 

the government claims due to limited budgets and overwhelming demand. According 

to the recent reports of Food and Environmental Hygiene Department and the Centre 

for Health Protection of the Department of Health, public hygiene is generally poor 

with rat and mosquito infestations posing an annoyance and public health threat to 

residents. The level of the Dengue Fever Ovitrap Index, which indicates the severity of 

mosquito infestation, usually reaches the highest levels on the scale; while ‘cat-size’ (a 

local term meaning ‘huge’) rats are often seen walking openly along the main roads. 

There were outbreaks of dengue fever (transmitted by mosquitoes) in 2016 and 2018, 

and cases of hepatitis E (transmitted by rats) reported in 2019. In addition, access to 

medical facilities and social services is extremely competitive and these are again 

under-funded. Due to the prevailing lack of resources and materials and the under-

reporting of ‘special needs’ students, uncared for mentally ill patients, and chronically 
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diseased elderly people, these groups are understandably susceptible to suicide. 

According to the Centre for Suicide Research and Prevention, the suicide rate of the 

Immortal District was among the three highest in all of Hong Kong in 2011. According 

to local churches, 1 in 10 elderly people who committed suicide across the entire 

territory came from the Immortal neighbourhood in 2015. 

4.4.5. Old Label: Gang Violence and Drug Dealing/Usage 

 The poor Immortal neighbourhood and its residents have acquired many 

negative associations over recent decades. Although the content and definitions of these 

associations vary over different periods, both the place stigma of public housing estates 

and the social stereotyping of their poor residents remain unchanged. Before the period 

of estate regeneration in the 1980s, Immortal was known as a ‘restricted area’ due to its 

intimate associations with gang violence and drug dealing/usage. The estate was 

undoubtedly an area to avoid when I was in kindergarten during the 1980s. Not only 

did outsiders stay away from the neighbourhood, unless absolutely necessary, but 

residents also seldom went out in the streets at night or let their children walk through 

the neighbourhood unsupervised.  

There were numerous instances of discarded weapons and blood stains found on 

the roads and in communal areas. Parental socialisation to deter youths from becoming 

involved in gang violence became a part of the collective memory for those born and 

raised in Immortal. For generations, estate parents, including mine, reminded and 

instructed their children to stay away from gang violence, using such cautionary 

expressions as ‘Don’t feel curious about something irrelevant to you’; ‘Don't stare at 

people on the road and arouse unnecessary hostility’; and ‘Don't play around, come 

back home instantly after getting things done.’  Although such parental reminders 

varied from family to family, local knowledge that had been passed down to avoid 

trouble is firmly planted in the minds of the residents. As if it were a primal instinct, 

the residents find specific routes home to avoid trouble within the highly congested 

neighbourhood. Those residents who spend their days in the neighbourhood are clear 

as to which areas, what times, and what social groups they should walk around with 

and which they should avoid. Having followed this culturally-transmitted knowledge, 

many estate children, including myself, were not necessarily affected by the gangs, 

except of course those with little parental guidance. I knew there had been some gang 
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fights in the streets because some of my friends who had been involved told me. I never 

witnessed gang fights because I always ran away before they started. Nevertheless, I 

can recall the sounds of scattered quarrels and armed fights late at night and the 

resulting scenes of broken bottles and water pipes left randomly scattered along with 

dried blood the next morning.  

In addition to gangs and crime, drug dealing and heroin use were very common in 

the past. Drug dealing was openly conducted in some neglected gardens or dead-end 

paths that were the result of the poor design of public housing estates during the 

resettlement period. Drug dealers generally did not carry drugs when they traded in the 

1990s. To minimise their risk of being caught and punished, the dealers used to hide 

their drugs in secret and interchangeable locations, such as a gap between a water pipe 

and a wall, or between a rock and plant in the parks. When payment was made, the drug 

user would be told their specific self-collection point. For those other residents who did 

not deal or take drugs, the drug issue affected general standards of public hygiene. We 

learned to walk like ‘ninjas’ on our tip toes and to jump over the assortment of obstacles 

on the ground. We seldom sat on the floors in communal areas because syringe needles, 

broken lighters, contaminated spoons, discarded tin foil, powered matchboxes and, 

sometimes even used condoms, were scattered openly and randomly across poorly lit 

parks, on quiet pavements, and in under-managed fire exits within public housing 

buildings. More seriously, the drug trade and its associated usage could result in 

robberies and thefts, as some drug users sought the funds to buy drugs. In relation to 

the drug problems within the neighbourhood, Immortal residents avoided those routes 

that were insufficiently illuminated, preferring busier roads and the company of friends 

and family whenever they went home late at night. 

4.4.6. New Label: Intergenerational Poverty and Benefit Abuse 

As the new millennium approached, gang violence, drug dealing and its associated 

usage, which relied heavily on hidden street corners and dead-end paths, gradually 

diminished with the completion of the estate regeneration programme. In addition to 

better planning and design of the estate’s layout, metal gates, 24/7 watchmen and CCTV 

were introduced into the communal areas of each public housing building within the 

estate boundary. As dozens of public housing towers were packed onto a relatively 

small site, every corner of the neighbourhood was now under constant surveillance, 
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making crimes far harder to hide than in the past. Excepting one or two cases reported 

per year, gang violence and drug use almost vanished. Such crimes were no openly 

conducted in public and had gone ‘underground’ by the end of the 1990s. 

Instead of being a ‘restricted area’ widely associated with gang violence and drugs, 

Immortal is simply known today as a ‘disgraceful area’. When I stayed in Immortal for 

my research, I maintained a fieldwork diary to record the people I encountered and the 

activities we engaged in on a daily basis. Many entries recorded issues and 

conversations that occurred between me and some of my ‘outsider’ friends who worked 

as professionals and the authorities who operated within the same location that I lived. 

Through a scrutiny of our conversations on their views of Immortal, I noted that my 

neighbourhood and its residents had never been free from place stigma or social 

stereotypes. In particular, I found that my own neighbourhood was negatively 

associated with social failures, antisocial behaviour and housing abuses, which 

collectively and indiscriminately cast the poor neighbourhood and its residents as being 

‘valueless’ and ‘undeserving’.  
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Chapter 5. Intergenerational Poverty and Poverty Culture 

--Living in a Devalued Location, Learning Local Values 

Certain forms of knowledge and control require a narrowing of vision. The 

great advantage of such tunnel vision is that it brings into sharp focus certain 

limited aspects of an otherwise far more complex and unwieldy reality. The 

very simplification, in turn, makes the phenomenon at the centre of the field 

of vision more legible and hence more susceptible to careful measurement 

and calculation. Combined with similar observations, an overall, aggregate, 

synoptic view of selective reality is achieved, making possible a high degree 

of schematic knowledge, control and manipulation.  

— James Scott, Seeing Like a State (1998:11) 

The dominant values conveyed within the narratives pertaining to public housing 

estates and their poor residents have been produced, controlled and manipulated 

purposefully by the local government, which otherwise has no true knowledge yet 

pretends to see and understand what happens on the ground. Having been situated 

within an extreme setting of economic inadequacy and social devaluation for 

generations, the poor residents, who are perceived by the rest society in a certain way, 

do not live by their dominant values but rather have developed a local value system to 

guide their everyday practices and to cultivate their respectability. Focusing on some 

hate speech that was recorded during my stay in Immortal, I sought to produce life 

stories of the poor residents and investigated the meanings underlying their poor 

lifestyles which have been widely problematised because of the stigmatised location of 

the public housing estate.  

This chapter explores the relationship arising between the social devaluation of the 

residents’ lifestyles and the local formation of a value system on public housing estates. 

More specifically, it addresses how poor residents live based on their local value system 

and considers their lifestyles to be meaningful when they otherwise lack respect or 

support from the rest of society. This chapter begins by introducing some recent 

instances of hate speeches against ‘poor lifestyles’ and reveals how the poverty culture 

on public housing estates has been negatively portrayed by the rest of society. This is 

followed by a discussion of local portrayals of the poverty culture that have been used 

to problematise and distort the local meanings which underlie the everyday lifestyles of 

the poor residents of Immortal. Finally, this chapter describes some practices of local 
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values and explains how a version of respectability is achieved within the local value 

system on public housing estates. This chapter seeks to offer a ‘down-to-earth’ account 

of the poverty culture on public housing estates. The meanings and values underlying 

the everyday lifestyles of the poor residents are illustrated and current accounts of 

poverty culture are, to a great extent, highlighted as being either illusory or nonsensical. 

This chapter argues that the poverty culture is neither harmful, nor baseless, but rather 

serves as a functional resource for the poor, enabling them to survive in extreme 

situations of economic hardship and social devaluation. 

5.1. Hate Speeches and Recent Accounts of Poverty Culture 

In a polarised city, in which the wealth gap continues to grow, respect for the poor 

cannot be taken for granted. Based on extreme accounts of poverty, hate speech has 

never been corrected or controlled but instead has become a convention within modern 

Hong Kong society. Eric Wong, an elite banker, defined the poor as being a ‘low valued-

added population’. He advocated the deportation of poor populations from the territory 

to create more living space for the rich and to increase the competitiveness of the city 

(Wenweipo, 2011). 17  In the euphemistic form of ‘fact reporting’, the Hong Kong 

Economic Times (2016) sarcastically interpreted public housing tenancy as something 

‘adorable but inaccessible’ for the rest of society who were not included within the 

purview of public housing estates. The article made fun of the impoverished estate 

residents and championed them as ‘the final winners of life’, regardless of the fact that 

they sought to arouse social conflict between the needy on the estates and the less poor 

who reside outside the system of public housing tenancy.     

                                                       
17 It is notable that Wong’s speech on ‘low valued-added population’ made in 2011 was likely exclusively 

reported by Wenweipo, because there is no other identical source available for further verification and 

investigation. However, there is no explicit clue, as it is not case as Wong has never denied his delivery 

of other speeches in which he advocated neoliberal housing policies actively on other occasions (see the 

forum on housing policies organized by Hong Kong Economic Journal (2010) and his interview on 

housing market developments with Apple Daily (2019c)). Regardless of my reservations on its 

authenticity, I would like to point out that Wong’s speech is widely regarded as one of the most 

representative hate speeches against the poor. Therefore, it has been widely circulated and discussed 

within both online and paper-based forums, columns and social media at different points of time (please 

see Discuss.com.hk (2011); Leung (2011), HKGolden.com (2014) and Lam (2019)). 
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5.1.1. Endless Material Desires: Being ‘Hedonist’ and ‘Consumerist’ 

Under this convention of devaluation, hate speeches that were made in various 

forms nonetheless share some common assumptions of neoliberalism. The speeches 

crudely assume that the poor are a homogeneous social group with limited work 

incentives and endless material desires. These tropes were therefore used to portray the 

residents in ‘hedonistic’ and ‘consumerist’ contexts. Dr Lau Ming-wai, who attracted 

considerable attention due to his depictions of poverty culture, was undoubtedly the 

most representative figure amongst those who intended to judge without substantial 

understanding of the nature of poverty (Standnews, 2015). Representing the second 

generation of the super-rich, Lau himself had no experience of being poor and had never 

lived on any public housing estate, yet he claimed to be an expert on the subject of 

poverty. He once offered ‘quick tips to becoming landlords’ for the housing proletariat 

in front of the camera. Consistent with his personal experiences of becoming rich and 

of buying property, Lau (2015) appealed to the perceptions of the housing proletariat 

and their ‘hedonistic’ and ‘consumerist’ lifestyles when he spoke during an interview, 

stating that, 

The point that people cannot afford to buy private housing is a question of 

how much they nowadays are willing to sacrifice, to save their income in the 

bank for the first instalment? Are you willing to sacrifice five hundred dollars, 

or sacrifice three thousand dollars, or no matter how much… People 

nowadays have too many desires of consumption, buying the latest 

smartphone, going overseas travels... there are more items of consumption 

than before.  

According to Lau, the poor, especially those who fail to own their homes, stay 

within an impoverished underclass because they choose to live within their hedonistic 

ideations and consumerist lifestyles, saving too little and spending too much. Based on 

this image of poverty that is evidently held by middle- and upper-class celebrities, being 

poor and remaining among the housing proletariat is a lifestyle choice subject to 

individual free will, one that is unaffected by structural causalities. Lau thus produced 

an unrealistic account of the historical reasons for housing the ‘homeless’. His 

statement further overlooks the fact that $500 is unlikely to settle a dinner bill in most 

tea houses. Saving up $3,000 is barely enough to rent a parking space on a public 

housing estate in this most unaffordable city, where ordinary people with decent 

incomes are required to spend more than 17 years of total earnings to purchase an 
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average apartment at entry grade (Ip, 2016). 

5.1.2. Limited Working Incentives: Being ‘Unmotivated’ and ‘Short-Sighted’ 

In addition to their ‘endless material desires’, the poor are also assumed to possess 

another negative characteristic, namely limited work incentives. The poor are imagined 

to be ‘unmotivated’ and ‘short-sighted’. Among middle-class hate speakers, Dr Jacinto 

Tong, a billionaire columnist, may not be the most notorious or the worst, but he is one 

of the most extreme figures whose speeches are discussed in the community. In his 

commentary entitled, ‘Estate, the Problem is not the Residential Environment, but the 

Quality of Resident’, Tong unreservedly judged the culture of poverty on public 

housing estates and strikingly concluded that ‘low resident quality’ is the main reason 

why public housing estates are considered to be bad places to reside. In his online 

column, Tong (2014) negatively described how residents are lazy and dependent on 

benefits, a culture that perpetuates poverty across generations:  

When you try to ask any social workers, you will understand the fact that, in 

most cases, half the population live on CSSA [cash benefits] on one public 

housing estate [cashless benefits] and they are not even required to pay the 

tenancy fee. As an actual fact, those people do nothing on ordinary days, 

simply sitting idle from morning until night. Whenever they dine out, they 

wait for the discounted period in the tea house.18  Although their specific 

method of lifestyle looks enjoyable, they, however, suffer from it. Among 

many negative impacts, the most influential one is some other people who 

have had jobs gradually give up their jobs and join the queues to receive 

benefits. With time, they even cannot return to work in society. In particular, 

those youths on public housing estates, if they have parents who are the 

recipients of benefits, their behaviour must be affected. How can you expect 

that they will become academic achievers? They think they will anyway 

apply for units on a public housing estate, even though they would be 

admitted to university someday. In this regard, they learn to apply for public 

housing units and cash benefits earlier.  

Having revealed his thoughts on ‘resident quality’, Tong explicitly points out how 

the ‘essence’ of limited working incentives have produced and reproduced 

intergenerational poverty across public housing estates. His conceptual threads are 

simple and straightforward. The public housing estate is thus imagined as a paradise of 

                                                       
18 ‘Tea house’ refers to Chinese restaurants that mainly serve dim sum with tea and other traditional 

Chinese dishes. 
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benefits abuse for the poor residents whose everyday lives are characterised as being 

part of a deviant and dependent group who prefer not to work. In this view, the culture 

of poverty that is passed from poor parents to poor children is itself guilty of 

reproducing poverty across generations on public housing estates.  

5.2. Family Rules and Linked Lives 

The hate speeches alluding to endless material desires and limited working 

incentives that are bred and mutated into different versions from Lau to Tong are 

incredibly naive and shameful, because the speakers have, unbelievably, failed to note 

the positional difference between those from affluent society and those in low income 

public housing. The immediate effects of these speeches, regardless of their original 

intent, have resulted in a lack of empathy (or even sympathy) for these poor populations, 

instead only projecting groundless imaginations as to the complicated reality of life on 

public housing estates. In actual fact, the orators who employ such hate speech are 

extraordinarily keen on expressing their (naive) views of poverty culture despite their 

lack of substantive knowledge of public housing estates or the backgrounds of those 

who live there. Given the constraints of living in poverty on public housing estates, low 

income residents are not able to live entirely of their own free wills or individual choices. 

As the prospect of leaving their parents and living independently is, in many cases, 

simply unaffordable, cohabitation and sharing the costs of living and resources is 

commonly considered the most effective strategy to guarantee individual survival.   

Rather than an individualistic mode of living which assumes that family members 

are completely free of any social ties or material constraints, a collectivist mode of 

living that puts family goods before individual interests is widely practiced. When 

social welfare is absent, family cooperation replaces it to make ends meet and sustain 

life on public housing estates. In line with the collectivist mode of living, extended 

families which often span three generations (including grandparents, uncles, aunties 

and grandchildren) may be found living within the same household in Immortal. Due 

to the situation of such collective residence among generations, family education before 

adulthood plays a bigger role than formal school education. Accordingly, family 

members are thus socialised and inculcated under family rules (also known as survival 

rules) that instruct children to contribute their families in both social and economic 

terms. These family rules that foster a behavioural tendency to place family goods 



133 

before individual interests are not purely normative. Instead, they are a practical and 

functional code which ensures the survival of the families and improves collective 

living standards where social welfare is neither available, nor accessible. In many cases, 

children, regardless of their gender, age or marital status, are normatively required to 

‘offer housekeeping money’ (bei gaa jung) to their parents who then take responsibility 

for gainful expenditure of the ‘housekeeping money’ (gaa jung). In addition to 

‘housekeeping money’, children are also required to offer extra funding or manual 

assistance to support their younger siblings and retired parents who are unable to take 

care of themselves.  

Although the requested amounts of such ‘housekeeping money’ and degrees of 

care-taking may vary from family to family due to varying degrees of family needs and 

individual incomes, the guiding principle of ‘the more you gain, the more 

‘housekeeping money’ you offer’ applies to all the households I know in Immortal. In 

other words, the poorer one’s family is, the more ‘housekeeping money’ is expected by 

one’s parents. In particular, unmarried children who live with their parents and siblings 

in such nuclear families are normally expected to give much more than married children 

who have left their parents and have their own extended families because they live and 

dine with their families. Those who remain within the family nest are normally expected 

to give most of their incomes to their parents, while the latter are usually expected to 

give a small proportion of their incomes to cover the costs of their parents’ food and 

clothing. Whether married or unmarried, children are however are required to support 

their families’ financially if there are special needs such as renovations, medical fees, 

or educational expenses for their siblings. As children are the ‘manpower’ of low-

income families, low income parents such as those from my grandparents’ cohort from 

the fifties tended to have big families. This resulted in larger extended families such as 

those found in the Immortal mega-estate. Given the increase in the costs of giving birth 

to children since the period in which social welfare reforms were introduced in the 

seventies19, low-income parents from my parents’ cohort during the eighties were only 

able to support two or three children, rather than having as many as ten as their parents’ 

cohort had done, because they were not able to maintain their families with too many 

                                                       
19 When labour ordinances against child labour and compulsory education for children were subsequently 

introduced and expanded. 
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‘unproductive’ children. According to the statistics of the Census and Statistics 

Department and the World Bank, the fertility rate in the territory dropped from its peak 

of 5.03 in 1961 to its lowest level of 0.901 in 2003, while the average size of households 

in the territory fell from about 4.7 in 1966 to 2.8 in 2016 (Census and Statistics 

Department, 1969, 1996, 2016; World Bank, 2016).20  

As extended families have gradually been replaced by nuclear families over time, 

it is still not rare to find children within my cohort (who were born and bred in the 

eighties) who live (or have lived) with their grandparents for an extended period of time. 

Most importantly they share the economic burdens of their family collectives, just as 

their parents had done for their families. Although the family structure has changed, the 

legacy of the collectivist mode of cost sharing has been passed down and remains to 

this day. The story of Brother Tom, who supports his big family at the expense of his 

own income and life prospects, may seem old-fashioned in this sense. However, it is 

not surprising to see how the collectivist mode of living has shaped individual options 

and personal decisions across public housing estates, as individual family members are 

made interdependent under the pressures of poverty.  

5.2.1. Raising a Low-income Family: The Story of Brother Tom 

As many women, regardless of whether they had migrant or local backgrounds, 

entered the factories and became relatively economically independent during the era of 

industrialisation, so many male Chinese immigrants who had worked under harsh 

conditions and gleaned only negligible incomes were unable to marry locally. Many of 

these poor bachelors would thus seek younger wives from less economically developed 

areas such as their hometowns in mainland China or the rural villages of Southeast Asia 

via referrals from relatives or blind marriages. Brother Tom was born in an extremely 

poor family and his Chinese father had accepted a blind marriage in his thirties with his 

Thai mother who was almost twenty years younger than himself in the 1980s. They 

subsequently had five children, one of whom was a daughter and the other four sons.  

Thus Brother Tom was born and bred in extreme poverty in a family of seven in 

                                                       
20 More details on the fertility and population trends within the territory in the post-war period can be 

accessed in works of Siu Yat-Ming (1999) and Ku Hok-bun (2002). 
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Immortal. Since his elder sister got married and moved out about a decade ago, he has 

lived with his parents and three brothers in a public housing unit. Before moving into 

work within the stalls of the wet market near their home prior to the new millennium 

(when the regeneration of the neighbourhood was completed), his parents, who lacked 

any formal education or skills, had been travelling hawkers of fruit and vegetables. 

Being socialised to contribute to the family housekeeping, Brother Tom and his siblings 

had learned to take turns to order goods in the middle of the night, moving produce 

before sunrise, preparing products for sale in the morning, and watching the vegetable 

stalls before and after school since they were of primary school age. It was not until 

Brother Tom had started his career in the job market that his duties of watching his 

parents’ stalls were then passed on to his siblings who had no interest in studying and 

preferred to earn a living by helping their family’s business.  

Unlike his siblings, who do not possess the necessary qualifications and only 

obtained precarious positions in the service sector, Brother Tom was eventually 

recruited to become an accountant by Klynveld Peat Marwick Goerdeler (KPMG) in 

2006, one of the biggest international accounting firms, as soon as he had graduated 

with distinction from one of the most prestigious business schools in a local university. 

Despite his heavy workload at his accounting firm, he studied very hard after work and 

earned his professional qualification as a chartered auditor before he was thirty. Having 

worked in his accounting firm for four years, he moved to the Hong Kong and Shanghai 

Banking Corporation Limited and started his career as an assistant manager for 

corporate investments in 2010. After having worked for five years within the financial 

sector, he has recently moved to a new position as a manager at Standard Chartered and 

currently earns about forty thousand dollars a month before bonus. 

Due to the collectivist mode of living of low-income families on the Immortal estate, 

Brother Tom, despite his remarkable position and income, had failed to save sufficient 

money to move out of the parental home as his middle-class colleagues had done. He 

has actually had to shoulder so much of his family’s welfare at the expense of his own 

personal interests. In addition to offering regular ‘housekeeping money’, Brother Tom 

recently had to settle a substantial family debt. His parents and siblings, together with 

himself, lost more than one million dollars, excluding interest, buying investment 

products on margin during the Global Financial Crisis of 2008, a story he related to me 
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calmly when we were reunited in a Chinese tea house, 

I had lost two years of revenues myself and including those I invested for my 

brothers and parents, my whole family lost more than a million because of 

the loss from the bet (buying on margin) in 2008. I used two year to re-

organize my debts. I tried to recognize of debts for my family with the banks. 

Especially, my elder brother’ financial records had been so bad and he was 

required to pay a very high rate of interests when he reorganized his debts 

with the bank or he would be requested for bankruptcy, I don’t want them 

(his elder brother and the rest of the family) to suffer from heavy interests or 

being requested for bankruptcy, so I spent one year something to help (settle) 

the debts for my brothers and family in order to save the interests, I have now 

returned to the normal.   

As his retired parents and low-income brothers were incapable of settling their 

debts, Brother Tom, who had a decent job and competitive salary, was the best situated 

to rescue the family from bankruptcy. Regardless of his siblings’ symbolic 

contributions to the family, Brother Tom, being the substantial breadwinner for the 

family of seven, especially since his elder sister had married and moved out a decade 

ago, was obligated to provide. In this regard, Brother Tom sacrificed his chances of 

marriage because he put the family goods before his own individual interests. In actual 

fact, Brother Tom and his girlfriend were planning to buy a house and get married. As 

Brother Tom had committed himself to settling his family’s debts and paying their bills, 

almost all of his income was taken by the banks. Their plan to buy a house for marriage 

was therefore suspended. Disappointed at the suspension of their four-year plan, his 

girlfriend, from what I was told, decided to end their relationship some weeks ago on 

‘Chinese Bachelor Day’ (11th November) and so it was a particularly sad occasion when 

I met Brother Tom. He looked depressed and mentioned her termination of their 

relationship. Putting down his teacup, Brother Tom explained the nature of his recent 

breakup, 

I was going to get married with her, but you know Hong Kong girl, extremely 

'realistic' [materialistic] – [it was] simply 'no house, no marriage!' It was not 

uncommon for her to mention buying a house before, so when she got older, 

maybe she felt the pressure to marry. She previously made some new friends 

and so she gets some bitches as such, she had more points for comparison, 

the bitches told her something this and something that and she thus started to 

'go crazy', complaining more intensively (than before) - why you didn't buy 

a house for our future? (He imitated her wordings) Come on! (He showed 

helplessness) I explained to her I was in serious debts after the period of the 

Global Financial Tsunami (2008), I had lost two years of revenues myself... 
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but she seems to have failed to offer me any understanding… 

 

Instead of his blaming his family members who depleted his savings due to their 

failed speculative investments and low incomes, Brother Tom turned to blame his 

girlfriend for her ‘realistic’ essence. Like many of his peers, Brother Tom has put family 

goods before personal interests. Despite his losses and sacrifices, he has not complained 

about why he was born into a family of such character, instead maintaining his faith in 

his family because he understood that this is a necessary part of his family obligations. 

He did not even blame them for the speculative practice of gambling, because it was 

widely regarded as the only path out of poverty for the poor population. He preferred 

to die with debts than to die in poverty if he had to make a choice between the former 

and the latter. 

Brother Tom stands out from amongst his peers in Immortal because he obtained 

good professional qualifications and a better salary package from the bank, yet his 

economic status and residential situation after his taking up his family’s debts is now 

quite similar to that of his peers who mostly work as clerks, waiters, or salespersons 

with more modest and less stable incomes within the lowest tier of the service sector. 

Subject to the family rules that require members to help out socially and financially, 

Brother Tom, aside from having a little more petty cash than his peers to spend on 

personal entertainments and travel overseas, now resembles his peers in the Immortal 

estate.  Although Brother Tom is socially mobile, his presentable occupation and 

competitive income do not add anything, except personal status, because low-income 

families who moved into public housing are tied to collectivist modality of living. To a 

great extent, they are required to share what they have with other family members to 

ensure the survival of the whole family. His steps to become upwardly and socially 

mobile are thus constrained when individual interests yield to family goods under the 

collectivist tendency of behaviours.  

5.3. Patriots of the Poverty Culture 

Subjected to those family rules that function to sustain low-income families, 

individual lives within the same households have become interlinked and made 

interdependent. In other words, although public housing residents have only limited 
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individual budgets remaining after offering ‘housekeeping money’, they work hard to 

improve the collective quality of life and create meaning from the settings of their 

everyday lives as a bulwark against the hardships of poverty. In contrast to the dominant 

narratives of endless material desires and limited working incentives, the poor residents 

of Immortal claim that they have too few material resources and too many working 

hours. During my 16 months in Immortal, I found that what constitutes poverty culture 

is usually toughness and durability, although this is sometimes accompanied by despair 

and hopelessness. I never observed a single Immortal resident who was not engaged in 

a full-time job, except for housewives without pay, school children, retired people and 

the physically less able. My records indicate that most of those I talked to were 

overwhelmed by their workloads and duties. Almost all Immortal residents worked 

from nine am to six pm each day, six days a week, from Monday to Saturday. Working 

only five days with no shifts was regarded as a ‘luxurious’ situation within the 

community. As regards their heavy workloads, ‘you look like an abused/dead dog after 

your repeated hard workday after day’ (jat zou dou zek gau gam) is a local expression 

that is frequently employed by the poor residents to describe the spoiled souls and 

burned-out figures at the end of a working day. 

Individual problems may, unsurprisingly, vary from one person to another, but the 

collective situations that all poor residents face are otherwise very similar. Immortal 

residents are well noted for their consistently fragile and suppressive conditions of 

poverty. ‘When your hand stops [you don't work], your mouth will follow [you risk 

starving]’ (sau ting hau ting) is a common expression among poor residents to highlight 

how their livelihoods are under threat without the wages from their work. I tried to 

discover their views on their work schedules and rewards and was repeatedly given 

similar responses. For example, ‘Everyone more or less earns similar, ranging from 

some to ten thousand to twenty thousand a month.’ The household budget to spend on 

buying luxury goods is thus practically limited after familial expenditures on rent, food, 

seasonal clothing, occasional medication and the children’s education. Although 

Immortal residents are busy working almost every day, many can only just about afford 

to live. Many even need to take out loans because of their negligible, though legally 

entitled minimum wages, annual leave and job benefits. In terms of wealth, there is an 

ironic equality, as there was no notable difference arising between the monthly incomes 

of the hardworking Immortal residents. Living in such a situation of poverty, the 
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residents are well aware of the destiny of poverty, saying ‘You must stand against 

hardships because of the unfortunate destiny that you are poor’ (gwai giu nei kung aa 

ding ngaang soeng). This is an expression employed when counselling themselves in 

difficult financial times. 

The poor residents understand poverty culture to be the negotiated consequence 

between the agency of the poor and the situation of poverty. Instead of framing their 

situation in economic terms, poverty for them is more than a simple matter of money. 

‘You can’t do everything with money, but you can’t do anything without money’ (jau 

cin bat si maan nang daan mou cin zau maan bat nang) is a local expression that 

precisely sums up the relationship between economic resources and everyday survival 

on the estate. Therefore, the everyday lifestyles of the poor, that are shaped by the 

structural forces of poverty, require them to sustain themselves with insufficient 

resources and limited choices. Many stories of the poverty culture in Immortal may 

seem unreasonable, or even ridiculous to the rest of society. However, upon closer 

inspection, and after spending more time to take an actor-orientated perspective, one 

that perceives the everydayness of the poor residents to be both reasonable and 

meaningful practices, it is easy to conclude that what they do on an everyday basis is 

neither groundless, nor pointless.  

5.3.1. Balancing Work Stress: The Story of Sister Kate 

Sister Kate lives with her grandmother, aunt, parents and her younger brother in 

Immortal. Although there is some economic support from another aunt who does not 

live with them, Sister Kate bears most of the responsibility for the upkeep of the family. 

She will soon become the only employed person in her family of seven, as her father is 

reaching retirement age from his position as a technician at the power plant. Sister Kate 

is an assistant manager in a marketing agency which organises and produces events, 

exhibitions and advertisements. Despite her heavy economic burden, Sister Kate earns 

only $15,000 a month, a figure that is below the median income for new university 

graduates in the job market because she does not like office jobs that require sitting in 

the office and handling paperwork all day. 

Due to this career choice, Sister Kate is responsible for a wide range of relatively 

trivial tasks, such as testing products, negotiating with clients, organising events, 
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selecting ad models, assigning the workforce to different positions and all other 

measures to ensure the successful outcome of the work. During peak seasons, she may 

even skip meals and keep working to complete her job duties with no additionally 

documented compensation. To realise her clients’ schedules and wait for the availability 

of venues, she starts her work during non-office hours in the evenings when most other 

people have gone home. Due to the nature of her job, Sister Kate is pressured by the 

isolation of her job: ‘My job has only work schedule, but no home schedule’, is a usual 

complaint about her job. 

According to the prevailing narrative, however, Sister Kate is one of those accused 

of ‘hedonism’ because she does not concentrate on productive activities but rather 

spends most of her free time on amusements and entertainments. Excluding the time 

spent at work, Sister Kate enjoys diverse leisure classes, gatherings with friends and 

overseas trips. In addition to boat trips, karaoke and hiking, she engages in a wide range 

of hobbies, including a recent trip, yoga, painting and belly dancing. Among her 

hobbies, she is particularly fascinated by travel. Unlike many Immortal residents, 

whose experiences of travel are limited and confined to Chinese-speaking destinations 

such as mainland China, Macau and Taiwan, she has extended her tourist experiences 

to several countries across Europe, including Finland, Estonia, Norway, Italy, the 

United Kingdom, as well as other Asian nations, including Cambodia, Singapore and 

Japan. 

Unlike many poor residents in Immortal who prefer to go home and rest after a 

heavy day of work, Sister Kate uses every spare minute after work to engage in her 

many planned activities. She once mentioned to me how she had been determined to 

make her trips possible, despite the demands of her professional duties: 

I tell you, I’m so crazy. You know, my way may be quite extreme for many 

people. I like travelling, really, but I don’t usually have time to make it or I 

can make it at the expense of expensive tickets in peak season. In order to 

make it in an economic way, I tried to bring my packed luggage to the office 

on Friday morning. When my office hours were done, I just went to the airport 

directly in the evening. I then took the earliest flight and returned to my office 

directly from the airport without going home the next Monday morning, is it 

crazy enough? I went to the office like a zombie, looking pale in my face and 

empty in my heart and body…But, you know, it was not easy to have time 

travelling around and to do it with budget tickets. I have to make it like this, 
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and it happens to be working, although it is sometimes tiring… 

Although Sister Kate made light of her experiences and described herself as ‘crazy’ 

and ‘extreme’, her lifestyle is endorsed and supported by her family despite the tight 

monthly budget. Among the residents of Immortal, few felt that such a lifestyle was an 

‘issue’ worthy of being commented upon or judged, because they regarded it as a 

natural response to balance the stress from the abnormal setting of work and living on 

the estate. Thus, Auntie Shan, Sister Kate’s mother, justified her daughter’s ‘hedonistic’ 

lifestyle thus:  

It’s very nice to travel around and have some fresh air. If we had chances and 

were still young, we also would like to go. You know, working in Hong Kong 

is so frustrating and challenging. Her job’s demanding, and taking a trip helps 

her to release her stress… She has no boyfriend, no family, not much money, 

there’s not much she can do... Learning this and learning that during her free 

time let her to have something to do, at least, she can widen her horizons and 

have something she can engage in. Or, it’s quite boring getting up to work 

and going home to sleep every day.  

5.3.2. Finding Unconditional Company: The Story of Brother Fei 

Brother Fei lives with his old dog and retired parents in Immortal. He works as a 

veterinary assistant in a clinic. Despite weighing more than two hundred pounds, 

Brother Fei is not lazy. He works industriously despite the unfavourable terms of his 

contract. He reports for duties at 11 in the morning and works to nine at night, six days 

a week on a shift basis. His continuous hard work in the same clinic for five years has, 

however, not resulted in any significant salary increase, yet his basic entitlements of 

leave and benefits are in line with the legal requirements although his monthly salary 

remains is only $12,000. As he is free from having to support his family financially, 

given that he has three older brothers, his income is entirely consumed by transport, 

food, clothing, providing medication for his old dog and making provisions for his 

girlfriend and her 10-year-old son. To settle all his bills, Brother Fei occasionally uses 

loans from his credit cards.  

Jokingly called a ‘dog’s slave’ by his peers, Brother Fei is perceived by others as 

an extreme dog lover. He regards his old dog not only as a family member, but also his 

life partner. It was difficult to determine who lived for whom, as Brother Fei and his 

old dog are so interdependent during their everyday life. He was initially an accounts 
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clerk in an office some thirteen years ago. However, as soon as he adopted his dog, he 

moved to a veterinary clinic and worked as a veterinary assistant because he preferred 

to work for something he felt comfortable doing and was interested in, especially given 

that there was no differential in terms of salary. However, the old dog received surgery 

on her eyes four years ago, and then her heart was found to be malfunctioning. Due to 

a weakness in her physiology, Angel (the dog) was not deemed able to receive surgery 

but instead lives on medication to alleviate her symptoms. Regardless of his meagre 

income, Brother Fei has spent more than $100,000 to date on surgery and medication, 

a sum equivalent to his entire annual income.  

Like the other Immortal residents, Brother Fei too has many unhappy experiences 

with people from the outside. His experiences may, however, be unusually extreme. He 

told me that he was betrayed by his girlfriend who broke up with him because of his 

inferior economic status. Having spent almost a decade recovering from this heartbreak, 

he started a relationship with his ex-colleague, now his current girlfriend, two years ago. 

Having divorced her ex-husband, Beatrice, Brother Fei’s girlfriend, has a son aged ten, 

and she is looking for a partner to share her family burden both socially and 

economically. Despite her background, she has little tolerance for or understanding of 

Brother Fei’s situation. Due to Brother Fei's commitments to his dog, they have argued 

about the considerable resources and time he has spent on Angel. In recent months their 

disputes intensified to the point that Beatrice proposed breaking up with him and they 

are now in a complicated relationship which Brother Fei terms a ‘cold war’.  

Bother Fei has tried many things to save his relationship, including taking care of 

Beatrice’s cats, buying gifts for Beatrice and her son, spending more time with them, 

and engaging in all kinds of outdoor activities which have helped him to build a good 

relationship with Beatrice's son. However, none of these efforts seemed to have worked. 

His girlfriend once straightforwardly told him that their relationship would end if he 

could not guarantee that he would take more care of the ‘family’ financially. On one 

occasion, when discussing his love affair, Brother Fei actually cried in front of me. He 

told me that he felt ashamed of his economic status and position. He also revealed that 

he considered spending time and money on Angel to be more worthwhile than on 

Beatrice: 
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I like dogs because dogs are simple and pure while humans are not. Humans 

are usually complicated; they hide what they really think about you. Dogs 

don't act like humans, being selfish and seeing people with a coloured lens. 

They do not care who you are, where you live, or what you own, what they 

care about is your time and efforts - they are pure. When you treat them well, 

they treat you well! You will not feel disappointed! 

Before getting Angel thirteen years ago, Brother Fei suffered from depression for a long 

time due to the unpleasant experience of his breakup. It was Angel who unconditionally 

spent time with him to help him recover. Spending money on his dog and taking out 

loans to keep her alive are perceived to be worthwhile expenditures to Brother Fei who 

prefers acceptance to judgement and unconditional love to criticism of his economic 

condition, one that he is unable to change.  

5.3.3. Feeling a Sense of Being Human: The Story of Brother Dominic 

Dominic lives with his parents and a younger sister who is still in school. Soon 

after obtaining his qualification with a higher diploma, Dominic was offered the 

position of assistant engineer with a construction company. Belonging to the luckiest 

group in Immortal, he was only required to work from nine in the morning to six in the 

evening from Monday to Friday and he is not expected to take on any overtime duties. 

However, seeking a better wage and promotion, Dominic felt unhappy with his job and 

intended to quit and take a break from work. However, due to his economic burden, he 

was forced to continue to work purely for money. Although his parents are employed, 

his family relies heavily on Dominic’s economic contribution every month. Dominic 

has been under considerable pressure because of his father’s gambling. Furthermore, 

due to the increasing expenditure on the tuition fees of his sister, Dominic is required 

to contribute two-thirds of his monthly income, approximately $10,000, to his family.  

Once outspoken, Dominic has since become timid and sometimes defensive. Many 

of his friends, including me, are unable to fully understand what is happening to him. 

Since he started work, Dominic has developed two compelling habits. On the one hand, 

he has become very obsessed with bodybuilding with a personalised diet and 

disciplining himself to complete his tight training schedule after work every day (see 

Table 5.1). He has transformed from being a skinny youth to being muscular simply 

because, to quote ‘I almost spend all my time after work on sports and gymnastics, 

except for meeting friends and spending time with the family’. On the other hand, 
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Dominic is quite addicted to alcohol, especially at the weekends. Dominic consumes 

hard liquor until he is so drunk that he loses consciousness. On an ordinary weekend of 

drinking, he may visit as many as three or four pubs. Being a frequent customer, Brother 

Dominic has made friends with the bartenders, which means that he avoids having to 

queue. Thus, whenever Dominic arrives, his bartender friends know what he likes to 

drink even before he asks. 

Table 5.1. Brother Dominic’s Weekly Routine 

Period/Day Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday 

 

 

 

 

Morning 

 

 

 

 
Full-Time Work 

Sleeping 

Part-time 
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Afternoon 
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Gathering 

Fitness and Aerobics 
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Gathering 
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Night 

 

 

Rest/  

Friend 

Gathering 

Rest/  

Friend 

Gathering 

Rest/  

Friend 

Gathering 

Rest/ 

Friend 

Gathering 

 

Sources: Author’s Research Diary (June 2016) 

According to the dominant narrative, Brother Dominic is one of those people who 

has been accused of being ‘short-sighted’, not only because he does not have a career 

plan, but also because he spoiled his chance of career development. Among his 
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Immortal peers who have been looked down on by the rest of society due to their 

address and economic situation, Brother Dominic is highly sensitive to the narrative 

and practices of devaluation. The use of the term ‘estate boy’ has led Brother Dominic 

to vindicate both himself and his peers. I have once talked with Brother Dominic on his 

decision to quit and head for Tibet. Brother Dominic told me that he had been annoyed 

with his current life which is shaped by his devalued address and overlooked job status. 

He described his feelings in terms of ‘public housing’,  

I feel that living in public housing’s more or less like staying in hell. My work 

routine, together with the settings of a public housing estate we’re situated in, 

makes me sick. I can't explain clearly, but the feeling is one of general unrest 

and annoyance. You feel you’re not satiated, and your life looks pale, you feel 

every day is the same, whatever you do. You keep on working like a robot, 

but you don't know why, you want to make your dreams come true and 

express your talent, but your boss seems unappreciative… however you work 

and earn, you can't buy a house, you can't have a wife or family, and you can't 

make it, and that sucks… 

Being forced to work for somebody who does not value your efforts and doing 

something you do not enjoy without a designated time limit could torture your soul and 

change your personality. Feeling no joy or satisfaction with his position, which mostly 

involves repetitive paperwork and a mechanical work schedule, Brother Dominic feels 

himself to be a robot, as he keeps working for everyone but himself. He is inadequate, 

not just because he does not have much money but, above all, there is nothing in his 

everyday life except for work and money. He finds an escape in sport, allowing him to 

visualise the efforts he makes. ‘When you work, you play hard for your boss, when you 

train up your body, you play hard for yourself,’ he told me.  

Brother Dominic’s decision to quit his job and head for Tibet has now proven to 

be rational and sensible after I recently witnessed the way he drinks after work. On a 

Saturday night, we went for a drink. Brother Dominic enjoyed an overnight non-stop 

consumption of alcohol. Aside from innumerable bottles of cider, Brother Dominic 

ordered three towers, each of which is approximately equivalent to nine litres of beer. 

He was once nearly sent to the hospital due to his almost losing consciousness after 

severe vomiting. Reminiscing on that night, I was able to make sense of the reason 

Brother Dominic had to quit his job. For him it was an experience of despair, knowing 

that you are not valued but you need to bear the work for money.  
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5.3.4. Living on Bare Hands: The Story of Auntie Mui 

Living with her husband and son, Auntie Mui is an old housewife. Being a 70-

something couple, Auntie Mui and her husband live with their 50-year-old son. On the 

one hand, she is required to fulfil her role as a housewife and mother, preparing meals 

for her weak husband and taking care of her middle-aged son whose intelligence 

quotient is slightly lower than those of his peers. On the other hand, she is the only 

person physically able to work to earn money for the family. Unlike many poor elderly 

people who live on economic support from their children after retirement, the family of 

Auntie Mui mainly lives on social benefits for the aged and their disability entitlements 

which amount to ‘some thousand dollars; as a whole. Despite receiving occasional 

subsidies from relatives, Auntie Mui and her family live in austerity, and her home ‘has 

nothing except for a television and four walls’ (mat dou mou zi dak bou din si tung sei 

dou coeng), which is a local expression that describes a situation of extreme material 

inadequacy.  

Although she has some income from social benefits (less than $3,600 per month), 

Auntie Mui needs to keep working during her retirement age to be able to afford decent 

food and medicine. Given her old age and limited education, Auntie Mui could not find 

any jobs within the labour market and instead subsists on trading used items for extra 

income. Unlike other poor elderly people who have no pension but live on their 

children’s income, Auntie Mui must take up the role of breadwinner for her family 

because her husband is too old to work and her son is not considered a ‘proper’ 

candidate for the job market. Like many poor families in Immortal, Auntie Mui collects 

discarded items, sometimes for self-consumption, but usually to sell on to recycling 

companies. To earn some extra income, she searches garages and rubbish bins on the 

estate for ‘valuables’. She mainly collects cardboard, empty bottles, paper and plastic, 

which are manageable for her small frame. Sometimes she collects broken electronic 

appliances, torn-up cables, empty cans, and discarded iron water pipes if the market 

price is good. Putting these items in her backpack and her supermarket trolley, Auntie 

Mui usually starts her working day at six in the morning and finishes with the recycling 

companies at around six in the evening. 
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Due to the fluctuating prices in the recycling markets, Auntie Mui’s persistent 

efforts from morning to night do not guarantee her an income. Some days are better, 

and some days are worse, depending on the changing prices of different raw materials. 

On some lucky days, when she is offered more used surplus items from her neighbours 

who feel sympathy for her, she can make perhaps $100, but she normally earns around 

$10 a day. On some less fortunate days, a whole day’s labour does not guarantee her so 

much as a budget meal from a fast food shop, as the money gleaned from selling the 

collected materials is merely sufficient to buy a small bun from the bakery.  

According to the dominant narrative, Auntie Mui is ‘unmotivated’ because her 

whole family lives on social benefits and she earns a living through collecting and 

selling used items from rubbish bins. Like many other collectors of used items, the 

everyday efforts of Auntie Mui, a bona fide attempt to live on her own and to 

supplement her social benefits, have been socially overlooked and misrecognised. 

Having no paid work is equated with no social contribution, while literally getting one’s 

hands dirty is associated with being a degraded person. In contradiction to this 

prevailing view, the poor residents in Immortal generally feel sympathetic to those used 

item collectors because they understand that this is the only option for survival for those 

who are excluded from the job market and suffer from an extreme lack of material 

resources. Therefore, many poor residents in better economic situations, owing to their 

employment, offer to help carry trolleys up steps or else generously offer discarded 

cardboard and broken electronic appliances rather than throwing them away. As my 

family has some experience of selling cardboard, we know the hardship of the collectors. 

Therefore, we are keen on helping Auntie Mui thorough offering whatever items we do 

not need, no matter whether they are used or new. 

5.4. Local Value System and Local Worth 

Having returned to the poor neighbourhood of Immortal, I recorded and examined 

local views towards the hate speeches as outlined above. In response to such speeches 

that seek to misrepresent and devalue the culture of poverty, the poor residents in 

Immortal believe that they suffer from great misunderstanding and receive too little in 

the way of tolerance. Many said that they felt it unfair to be negatively judged and 

mistakenly represented. They claimed that the middle-class speakers were building 

‘castles in the sky’ because they imagined poverty without any economic understanding 
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or genuine experience of being poor and living on the estate. I was told, ‘It is not the 

reality, and many people are suffering from the pains of poverty’, and that ‘They [the 

middle-class] are in no position to speak as they have never touched the texture of 

poverty throughout their whole lives.’ Some explained their plight of poverty by stating 

that ‘you don’t want to keep it untidy and dirty [going astray] when you have hair [given 

chances]’ (jau tau faat bin gwo soeng zou laat lei). Some felt less angry and told me 

that, ‘They [the rich] are simply arrogant and entirely ignorant of how the poor survive 

their days.’ Some amused themselves by shifting the focus of their response from 

complaining to joking about the ‘moron mentality’ of the middle-class speakers, saying 

that their ‘stupidity is not their own fault, but that of their parents’. 

5.4.1. Two Co-existing Systems of Value 

Despite suffering from a lack of resources and opportunities, many Immortal 

residents do not think that they are in the right position to complain or voice their 

opinions because they do not hold the status of ‘zannghei’. ‘Zannghei’ literally means 

‘to win an air’, which refers to competing for social recognition through refuting 

negative middle-class assumptions. A wide range of middle-class practices and 

achievements, such as buying a house, becoming a millionaire, donating money to the 

needy, obtaining a university degree, or becoming a doctor or a judge, and indeed all 

other activities that the poor are not associated with, are obvious examples of 

being ’zannghei’. Regarding the middle-class value system, the poor feel that it was 

complicated to justify themselves and found it difficult to change their situation because 

of the hard fact that they are in a state of poverty and have lived in public housing 

tenancies for generations. They are thus speechless and helpless. However negative 

they may feel about hate speech directed against them, they exclaimed that: ‘The most 

shameful thing is that we fail to compete for social recognition’ (zeoi seoi zi gei ng 

zaanghei) and, thus, ‘we are impotent to speak out when being negatively judged’ (bei 

jan tai sei mou dak ceot seng). 

Having considered the middle-class value system to be impractical due to the 

structural constraints of poverty, the poor instead developed a local value system to 

empower themselves and, above all, they self-recognise the value of their everyday 

lives on the estate. ‘Gwaihei’ literally means ‘to have a bony air’. The term refers to 

staying tough and being durable without asking for help when you are looked down on. 
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This stance is a local value that has since been developed by poor residents who suffer 

from territorial stigma and social stereotyping. Such a philosophy allows the poor 

residents to bypass the devaluing effects of the middle-class value system and to 

construct their own local value system, one that applies to the actual setting of lived 

poverty on public housing estates. Being ’gwaihei’ covers all kinds of practices that 

involve extreme hardship with minimum support. Living by collecting and selling used 

items, eating less to reduce family expenditure, quitting school to save on educational 

tuition, avoiding social benefits from unemployment, tolerating unreasonable 

employment conditions, working long hours, and enduring many other activities and 

issues that indicate working toughness and the durability to survive without asking for 

social support are all clear illustrations of this subculture. 

5.4.2. Being Tough and Durable: The Story of the Chows 

In Immortal, being ’gwaihei’ is important and essential for the poor residents to 

justify their social worth and to earn local respect, as is suggested in the local expression, 

‘Being poor is not an issue provided that we have bony air’ (kung ng gan jiu kung jiu 

kung dak jau gwathei). Being guided by the local value of ’gwaihei’, many of the poor 

residents who avoid social support, if at all possible, are used to suffering in silence and, 

in most cases, unnecessarily, in order to justify their social worth and to gain local 

recognition. The story of the Chows is a vivid example of being ’gwaihei’ in this respect. 

Uncle Chow and Auntie Chow need to support both their parents and children, but 

they are barely able to work due to health constraints. Uncle Chow and Auntie Chow 

have a family of five. They had, however, lived with their two sons two years ago when 

Old Auntie Chow, Uncle Chow’s old mother, was subsequently relocated and passed 

away in her 80s in the care centre for the aged. Bearing the heavy economic burdens of 

taking care of their parents and children, Uncle Chow and Auntie Chow have since 

qualified for the entitlements of social benefits for the unemployed and the disabled. 

However, having rejected applying for social benefits until otherwise unavoidable, they 

insist on living by their own hands. As living in an estate neighbourhood has already 

been stigmatised by the rest of society, they do not want any more labels imposed on 

them, or especially on their children. 

To win local respect, Uncle Chow and Auntie Chow have adopted a strategy of 
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self-imposed austerity to combat their poverty because they do not expect social support 

from the outside. As they cannot reduce the bills for such necessary expenditures as the 

current education for their two sons and the past care centre costs for Uncle Chow’s 

mother, they have learned to be disciplined and practical about their personal outlay on 

food, clothing and entertainment. To this end they do not spend money unless it is 

absolutely necessary. They do not buy new clothes or shoes until theirs are worn out. 

They are used to spending nothing on entertainment, preferring a walk in the park to 

watching a movie in the cinema. They cook at home to avoid dining out unless it is for 

a specific purpose. Whenever they dine out, they select the budget menus from local 

restaurants. They buy canned beer and drink at home and never consume alcohol in 

bars. Instead of buying imported apple cider that costs $13, they select budget beers 

imported from mainland China which helps to save more than $10 per drink. They save 

money as much as possible, yet this seems too harsh even for many in their poor 

neighbourhood. Uncle Chow once shared a tip to minimise daily expenditure on 

breakfast with me, saying that,  

I usually feel puzzled that many people say it is essential to have a (good) 

breakfast in the morning. They claim they must have a Manu breakfast in 

‘cha chaan teng’ [local budget restaurants that serve both Chinese and 

Western cuisine]. They spend more than 30 dollars on a single bowl of small 

noodle and milk tea or coffee. Some even say they could not work without it. 

I would say that this is bullshit. Over the past two decades, I am used to 

buying a bun from a nearby bakery and only having water for my breakfast. 

You can just spend some coins for a bun, and you can take it with you when 

you commute. I also bring my water bottle from home; it saves a lot. Drinking 

water does not bother me, I feel energetic when I work… 

Regardless of their low productivity and paltry income that earns no social 

recognition, the Chows are, locally, considered respectable. Their extreme self-austerity 

shapes both their outlook and appearance. Resembling a 70-something retired couple, 

Uncle Chow and Auntie Chow are actually in their late 50s and are locally known for 

their unique appearance which is comprised of old fashions, grey hair, gaunt figures 

and wizened faces. Since they are gwathei, they have suffered because of austerity and 

hardship without asking for help from outside the estate. Uncle Chow works as a digger 

operator on construction sites, but he has been suffering from an inherited disease that 

has caused the muscles in his feet to become progressively paralysed with age. Auntie 

Chow is a housewife and has suffered from severe kidney disease for more than two 
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decades. Over recent years their state of health has steadily deteriorated. Ten years ago, 

Uncle Chow was able to work intensively on construction sites with specially made 

shoes from the physiotherapist, while Auntie Chow only worked five days a week in 

offices on a special salt-free diet and heavy medication. Today, Uncle Chow can only 

walk with his specially made shoes and Auntie Chow had to leave work when her 

condition became critical. She now needs 12 hours of kidney dialysis at home every 

two days and is waiting for an organ transplant due to a kidney malfunction. 

Despite their difficult and entirely understandable situations, the Chows have 

never felt upset or complained about the society they live in. Instead, they feel contented 

and happy to be gwathei which allows them to feel proud in Immortal. Without 

anticipating any sea change in social stereotypes or of gaining social acceptance from 

the outside world, they elect to bypass the middle-class value system and instead adopt 

the local value system to guide and judge the values they practice. They feel proud of 

themselves because they insist on living by their own efforts and reject the social 

benefits that they are entitled to. Despite their evident hardships, they took care of their 

parents until they died and raised two healthy sons who have since graduated from 

university without social support. Despite his health problems, Uncle Chow, who is 

now 59, will reach the retirement age of 60 in 2017, although he confided that he would 

like to extend his working life until he is laid off. 

5.5. Concluding Remarks: Earning Local Respectability through Personal Suffering 

By falling into materialistic models that solely address economic issues and policy 

affairs within an entirely neoliberal framework and its implicit assumptions of endless 

material desires and limited working incentives, working-class issues of poverty in the 

territory, as Leo Goodstadt (2014:8) criticises, are simply regarded as ‘an imported 

contagion and an almost genetic condition’ due to the permeant ‘dependency culture’ 

of the poor. In this light, institutional measures to address the housing demands and 

recognise the values of the poor are automatically glossed over and crudely ignored 

because the government does not cognitively consider working-class housing shortages 

to be a social failing that can be remedied through collective encouragement and 

individual improvement.  
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The everyday ‘lifestyles’ of the poor residents are widely attributed as the main 

cause of intergenerational poverty on public housing estates. Through various forms of 

hate speech that produce illusory accounts of being poor and of living in public housing, 

the rest of society, as reflected by such middle-class speakers, imagine that they know 

everything. They mistakenly draw on the face values of working-class activities and 

shamefully play the role of omniscient gods who know, control and judge all according 

to their will and divine providence. Having bypassed the localised constraints of 

poverty on public housing estates, the middle-class seek to de-contextualise the poverty 

culture and thereby devalue the poor working class. They use a rationally individualistic 

standpoint to mistakenly assume that public housing residents are entirely free from 

material and social constraints and then habitually essentialise public housing residents 

within the misinterpreted patterns of their everyday practices. 

Although the foci of Oscar Lewis’s thesis on poverty culture and Lau Siu-kai’s 

thesis on ‘utilitarian familism’ differ, Lau has nonetheless drawn similar conclusions to 

Lewis on the organisation and function of local ties and family networks among low-

income populations who came from rural villages in mainland China. Having 

developed his concept of ‘utilitarian familism’21, Lau (1978; 1978b; 1982) observed the 

collectivist mode of living among low-income families when he explained the basis of 

political stability in Hong Kong. Have considered Hong Kong to be an essentially 

                                                       
21 Lau (1982:72) understands ‘utilitarian familism’ as ‘the normative and behavioural tendency of an 

individual to place his familial interests above those of society and of other individuals and/or groups’. 

Based on this concept, he puts forward his thesis of a ‘minimally-integrated social-political system’ and 

explains how the cultural ethos of Chinese familism has led to rapid economic growth and widespread 

political apathy in post-war Hong Kong. Unlike Lau’s culturalist/Orientalist interpretations on the local 

practices of low-income Chinese families, the author does not understand the collectivist practices and 

considerations as being normative consequences across different situations derived from the Chinese 

cultural essence, but rather to be negotiated strategies for those with Chinese cultural resources to deal 

with their given situations of poverty and social policy. In other words, the author shares similar 

observations with Lau on the function of family ties, practices and organisations in low-income Chinese 

families on ensuring collective goods, but he does not agree with Lau’s account that explains the 

collectivist practices and considerations of low-income Chinese families with their Chinese essence of 

familism in Hong Kong. Lau’s culturalist (proximal to Orientalist) accounts are, however, not a rare case. 

It is noted that the Chinese Confucian culture of the region has been widely regarded as a key factor in 

rapid economic progress and apathetic political culture (see King, 1975 and Rozman, 1992). 
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immigrant society, Lau argues that low-income Chinese families with a refugee 

mentality were not interested in taking part in the political affairs of the British Colony 

because they were more interested in improving the material lives of their families than 

in fostering sociopolitical developments at a time when social welfare was kept to a 

minimum in post-war Hong Kong. Hence family organisations and relationships were 

perceived to be the local response to a positive non-interventionist policy. As Lau (1982: 

72-3) points out, ‘the familial group can be used in an elastic and flexible manner by 

the Hong Kong Chinese to organize their own primary groups for coping with what 

they see as a far-from-benign social environment’. Just as Lewis and Lau recognised, 

low-income families on public housing estates comprised post-war refugees and 

immigrants who have been engaged in a collectivist mode of living since the earliest 

days of the colony. As indicated in the practice and culture of offering ‘housekeeping 

money’, the family rules of contributing to their families both socially and financially 

are passed down from generation to generation. In response to situations of economic 

inadequacy and limited welfare provision, individual lives within the families are 

closely linked and made interdependent. As none of the family members in these low-

income families could sustain themselves individually, they live together and share 

resources by organising familial ties and relationships so as to achieve mutual support 

and to share living costs that would otherwise unaffordable. Having lived with such 

family collectivism, many of the poor residents are responsible not only for themselves, 

but also for their family members. Individual salaries contribute to household bills for 

food, clothing, children, education, medication, and rent. The more one earns, the more 

one shoulders the economic burden of the household (see Brother Tom). In other words, 

the poverty culture will never be alleviated under a collectivist mode of living unless 

each member of a poor household sees improved incomes and more stable employment 

within a job market in which earnings are highly polarised in a post-industrial economy. 

The real causes underlying the scourge of intergenerational poverty in public housing 

estates are long working hours and low pay. However, these issues are particularly 

pressing when individual incomes are barely sufficient to settle the household bills. 

As described in the works of Harrington (1962) and Seligman (1968), the everyday 

lifestyles of the Immortal residents have been both mystified and demonised. The poor 

residents are blamed by the rest of society rather than being sympathised with, as the 

meanings behind their social practices are not fully understood. The culture of poverty 
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has thus never been accepted culturally, nor understood practically from the perspective 

of the residents of the public housing estates themselves. Instead of having limited work 

incentives and endless material desires, the poor residents of Immortal are eager to work 

and reluctant to live on benefits unless absolutely necessary. Dominant accounts 

underestimate the tensions of survival and overstate the individual choices and 

opportunities available. In contrast to being consumeristic, hedonistic, undermotivated 

and short-sighted, the poor residents are instead highly disciplined, yet otherwise 

trapped by their everyday routines due to their situation of economic inadequacy and 

social devaluation. They suffer eternally from the burdens of long working hours, low 

wages, exhausting work schedules, and dead-end careers. Living in the constant and 

awful settings of poverty, Immortal residents have little spare money to spend on 

entertainments to cultivate extraordinary experiences within their ordinarily repetitive 

routines. Instead, the residents maximise their pleasures in extreme ways for short 

periods in order to counterbalance the persistent frustrations of a neoliberal world that 

has essentially discredited their values and overlooked their contributions to society. 

The poor residents start new relationships with others and take on responsibilities 

beyond their means in order to seek unconditional relationships in preference to being 

judged and excluded. They work for subsistence incomes and support themselves to 

evade further attacks from the rest of society.  

Beverley Skeggs (1997), Diane Reay (1998), Imogen Tyler (2013), Stephanie 

Lawler (2000) and Liza McKenzie (2015) have all pointed out that value, also referred 

to as ‘legitimation’, is the key to understanding the symbolic war arising between the 

dominant and the dominated classes. It is clear that Immortal, as a poor working-class 

estate neighbourhood, has been devalued and de-legitimatised and is, therefore, 

regarded as a social deficit and deemed valueless by the rest of society. The voices, 

thoughts and feelings of the poor residents have been muted, otherwise appropriated 

and ignored simply because their neighbourhood has been entirely devalued by the 

place stigma created by the prevailing social narrative. Falling into such ‘illegitimate’ 

categories, the neighbourhood and its residents are ‘naturally’ subjected to a series of 

social discriminations and territorial marginalisations that result in the spread of fear 

and exclusion within the everyday settings of public housing estates. Without going into 

the cultural contexts and making sense of the local situations within public housing 

estates, the everyday life of the poor residents in Immortal is misappropriated and 
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misrepresented by the rest of society. Therefore, the residents suffer from poverty, 

discrimination and social exclusion and seek not to draw the attention of the public to 

their struggle for a work-life balance (see Sister Kate); their quest for acceptance and 

companionship (see Brother Fei); the creation of meaning from repetitive routines (see 

Brother Dominic); or to making ends meet through hardships (see Auntie Mui). These 

are far from appreciated or even noted by society.   

‘Zannghei’ and ‘gwaihei’ are two coexisting systems of value that are widely 

known and practised in Immortal. The former refers to competing for social recognition 

through refuting negative middle-class assumptions. The latter refers to staying tough 

and durable without asking for help when you are looked down upon. Similar to the 

defensive practices of populations against stigmatisation in the works of Skeggs (1997), 

Reay (1998), Tyler (2013), Lawler (2000) and McKenzie (2015), the poor Immortal 

residents, who are devalued due to their place of residence rather than their sex, race, 

ethnicity or domestic roles, try hard to improve and transform themselves to meet social 

expectations through personal sacrifice and even suffering. As they are well aware that 

being a poor resident on the public estate is negatively portrayed, they are 

knowledgeable, yet fail to achieve a middle-class value system through their everyday 

efforts. They realise they are not in a status of ’zannghei’, because their everyday efforts 

over generations to meet middle-class expectations only result in failure and frustration. 

Having realised that self-improvement is impractical, the poor residents, lacking either 

social opportunity or individual choice, instead form a local value system through 

adjusting their goals and means of practice from the middle-class value system. Since 

the social value of ’zannghei’ has proven unachievable, they engage in the local value 

of ’gwaihei’ to empower themselves and to self-recognise their efforts and 

contributions on a daily basis.  

Subjected to the structural constraints of economic inadequacy and social 

devaluation, local practices to become respectable include rejecting social support and 

living through hardships. While Sister Kate appears to be ‘consumerist’, Brother 

Dominic appears ‘hedonistic’, Brother Fei seems ‘short-sighted’, and Auntie Mui ‘lazy’ 

and ‘unmotivated’, these behaviours are adaptive responses to their difficult situations 

in which they have been otherwise denied access to resources and opportunities. They 

are, in actual fact, in a complicated situation. On the one hand, it is difficult for them to 
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obtain further education qualifications, find meaningful jobs, or to cultivate a long-term 

career plan and thus avoid benefits, as they are effectively blocked from accessing 

resources and opportunities due to the burdens of poverty and prejudice. On the other 

hand, they suffer harsh working and living conditions without asking for help from the 

rest of society because they live within the family collective for survival and are thus 

defined through their local ties and family obligations. Their only escape is to adjust 

their personal lifestyles and practices to counterbalance the pressures of social and local 

expectations. The more extreme their situations, the more extreme their practices may 

be. Being tough and durable in the absence of societal support, therefore, becomes a 

significant characteristic that engenders respectability, one that is both endorsed and 

recognised within the public housing estate. Due to their situation of poverty, the Chows, 

for instance, appear to be extremely ‘tough’ as they insist on working under harsh 

conditions to fulfil their obligations even if they cannot walk properly or live well. Since 

social recognition does not apply to the impoverished estate community, the Chows 

realised that it is worth risking their health in the long term rather than being helped by 

the rest of society.   



157 

Chapter 6. Class Exclusion and Place Belonging 

--Living on a Devalued Estate, Being Estate Boys and Girls 

No longer were there individual destinies; only a collective destiny, made of 

plague and the emotions shared by all. Strongest of these emotions was the 

sense of exile and of deprivation, with all the crosscurrents of revolt and fear 

set up by these.  

       −Albert Camus, The Plague (1948:151) 

 

Just as Albert Camus understood from the positive meanings of collective destinies 

in times of absurdity, so the official activation of a territorial stigma that makes the poor 

residents feel devalued and marginalised without grounds has nonetheless engendered 

a hopeful community. Although the estate neighbourhood of Immortal brings with a lot 

of pain and suffering because of the social prejudice and territorial stigma imposed, it 

still offers a liveable space for the poor residents who need mutual support, good friends 

and local recognition when their access to opportunities and resources are otherwise 

limited and denied. Hence, living in and being a part of a public housing estate has 

particular meaning to the poor members of these socially devalued and marginalised 

communities. This chapter explores the relationship arising between the poor excluded 

residents and their defamed neighbourhoods, specifically examining how place 

identities are formed under the impacts of territorial stigmatisation. This chapter will 

initially consider place stigma and the social stereotypes that Immortal and its residents 

are negatively associated with by middle-class outsiders. It then goes on to highlight 

various forms of social exclusion that Immortal residents experience because of where 

they live and the negative portrayals they face. Third, it reviews some of the local 

tragedies involving some forgotten residents that have been caused by prejudice and 

the ignorance of the rest of society. Finally, it discusses how Immortal residents 

consider Immortal their home and develop a sense of place belonging even when they 

experience fear and exclusion. 

The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate how the Immortal neighbourhood has 

been considered to have a high utility value by its poor residents, despite being thought 

of as having a low symbolic value by the rest of society. It argues that an estate 

neighbourhood is not an economic burden that consumes monetary resources without 

substantial production, rather serving as an ideal home that produces an actual living 
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space for the poor working-class in economic, socio-cultural and psychological terms. 

This chapter reveals how the value of an estate neighbourhood that has otherwise been 

socially reduced and simplified to the notion of being an undeserving economic burden 

on society is locally valued as an essential working-class shelter against the 

discrimination and devaluation of working-class poverty, proving a way of life that is 

inaccessible elsewhere.  

6.1. Middle-class Visions and Visible Stigma 

The role of public housing estates has shifted from the establishment of universal 

entitlements for the homeless to the provision of particular benefits to the poor within 

the official narrative of public housing since the privatisation of public housing first 

began in the 1980s. In actual fact, the value of public housing is overlooked unless the 

government is pushed to justify its failure to help the weak, just as CE Lam Cheng Yuet-

ngor Carrie (2014), the former Chairperson of the Commission on Poverty (CoP) and 

Chief Secretary for Administration, stated in the first annual report on official efforts to 

alleviate poverty in 2014,22 

The latest data again validate the effects of public housing provision on 

poverty alleviation. Subjected to the effect of public housing provision that is 

seen as a cashless benefit, the overall poverty rate is further reduced to 9.8% 

from 14.5%, whereas the poverty population drops to 660,000 from 970,000. 

The message here is crystal clear. Public housing provision not only helps the 

working-class population to satisfy their housing problem but also to achieve 

the effects of poverty alleviation. Affordable rent for housing allows working-

class families to improve their livelihood and cherish their next-generations 

through saving costs on housing. It is advantageous for the whole family to 

attain upward mobility. 

 

As public housing provisions had been seen as an irrelevant cause by the 

government, the article by Mrs. Lam highlighted previous attempts to review cases of 

social division and economic polarisation at a ground level. Although ‘the latest data’ 

once again validated ‘the effects of public housing provision on poverty alleviation’, 

the government never seems able to make sense of the value of public housing provision 

                                                       
22 This article was published in local newspapers including Ming Pao and the Hong Kong Economic 

Journal and is accessible on news.gov.hk, the official webpage for press releases of the Hong Kong 

Special Administrative Region. It was first published on 1st December 2014 in Chinese and the quotation 

was translated by the researcher. 
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for the working-class poor. In contradiction to the official presentation behind the article, 

which pretended that working-class poverty was ‘emergent’ and even a ‘new’ issue, the 

poor residents in Immortal have learned over generations what an estate neighbourhood 

means and how to value their neighbourhood from their particular experience of 

territorial stigmatisation and social devaluation because of where they were born and 

live. The residents are well aware of how public housing estates are closely related to, 

and negatively associated with intergenerational poverty.  

6.1.1. Seeing through the Eyes of Outsiders  

Regardless of the socio-spatial transformations of the past two decades, Immortal 

is still called ‘home’ by tens of thousands of poor residents even though it is widely 

regarded as a disgraceful place. It has been negatively associated, either in euphemistic 

or direct terms, with social failures, antisocial behaviour and housing abuses by people 

from the outside. No sooner than I had started to collect data, I accidentally met George 

and Gigi, two friends I had made in my previous workplaces. Their instant responses 

and concerns when they discovered my renewed residence in Immoral were helpful in 

illustrating how the place has been widely viewed in the eyes of middle-class outsiders.   

Since graduating with his professional qualification, George has worked as an 

estate manager in Immortal. Although George and I have been friends for almost a 

decade, he did not actually know where I lived, and I did not know where he worked. 

His impression of me had been delimited to my position as a lecturer in school before 

he came across me by chance in the shopping complex in Immortal and we had lunch. 

As we hurried to leave, we arranged a meeting for a reunion in a restaurant later. When 

I told him of my residential status, George was initially unconvinced and then seemed 

shocked. Having made note of my attachments to Immortal, he explained the reasons 

for his shock and told me his views of the place,  

I’ve never expected that you live here! Are you kidding? Immortal is a crazy 

place! Its people are barbarians - rude and uncivilized! Your area is very 

‘famous’ [notorious], and everyone knows that. Normal people in my 

profession [housing management] avoid working in public housing estates 

because it’s too harsh to work with and you face a lot of trouble caused by 

the residents, your area in particular is the worst ever! I previously worked in 

southern part [not the central part, where I live]. It supposedly has become 

‘better’, although I felt it difficult to tackle, as you always found yourself 
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unable to communicate with people there, I have some colleagues working in 

your part [of the estate], and they tell me that residents come to meet them 

[the staff] with choppers in the estate management office, and they usually 

shout and threaten to hurt if their requests are not accepted, how crazy!  

In addition to the reference to ‘poor savages’, George also associates Immortal with 

anti-social behaviours. In contrast to the requirements of his role that he be fair and 

impartial, George is not at all sympathetic to his clients and feels that they are given too 

much. Having made note of my research plan in the public housing estate, George 

supplemented his remarks as follows: 

Living in public housing estate is so ‘beneficial’ [privileged], you pay very 

little but enjoy a house. Frankly, I would apply if I were qualified. You know 

people [the residents] nowadays are so ‘smart’ [cunning] - they know all the 

grey [ill-defined] areas to make claims for more space or units, they keep 

adding names to the list of approved members by simply getting married, 

giving birth to children and then requesting more space in bigger houses. In 

this way, their [excessive] incomes would be [officially] tolerated. How 

unfair! The government settles all their bills for them. Some of them are very 

rich, and they know how to enjoy their lives and decorate their homes in 

luxurious ways.  

Our meeting ended with no interactive quality as it was effectively ‘hijacked’ by 

George’s complaints about Immortal’s public housing and its poor residents. I regretted 

having told him the truth about my residential status because George had too much to 

say about the place where he works and I live. Throughout the instant responses and 

primary concerns from George in our meeting, I understand that George might be under 

tremendous stress when he deals with his clients, but his responses (after discovering 

my residency) have however caused me to take note that both the location of Immortal 

and the term public housing remain taboos when you meet somebody from the ‘outside’.  

Unlike George, Gigi is more implicit in the expression of her views and concerns 

about Immortal. Having recently been recruited as a registered social worker, Gigi 

works in the social welfare office in Immortal. Although Gigi and I have been friends 

for almost a decade, we had all but lost contact since we left the workplace. We resumed 

our association because we are used to meeting each other at the MTR station from time 

to time as I leave and she enters the Immortal estate. Despite the fact that she knew 

where I lived, we seldom talked about Immortal until she was reminded because of her 

new job in my neighbourhood. As an outsider without much knowledge of public 



161 

housing, she has been stressed by the work requirements and environment of her new 

position. She, therefore, often mentions the difficulty of her work to me because she 

thinks I am the one person who is able to make sense of her cases because of my 

residency. I was impressed by what she had described to me about her ‘unreasonable’ 

clients on one occasion as we talked about the neighbourhood.  

Public housing estates are where I am used to paying home visits to my clients 

everyday... whenever you see the environments, you naturally think of social 

problems... I am not saying it is bad, but it is surely not an easy place to work 

with, or even to live in. Frankly, I don't recommend it to you as you never 

know what your neighbours are engaging in… I’m not able to understand 

why some young girls from broken families did not listen to their social 

workers, dropping out from schools and becoming single-mothers before 

adulthood, and I don’t know why some parents receiving benefits who have 

no potential to economically support themselves give birth to children and 

don’t take care of them. ... I’m not saying it’s bad, and it is surely a nice place, 

but I prefer not to stay there. 

On mentioning what she came across in her job position, Gigi revealed her views 

of the place. Although Gigi’s views of Immortal seemed more implicitly expressed than 

George’s, both Gigi and George viewed the place and its people similarly. Throughout 

their responses and concerns, albeit trigged by the rediscovery of my residential status, 

I noted that they view Immortal in a negative light as a place of many social problems. 

Although the opinions they expressed did not fit with my observations and experiences 

of Immortal, I never sought to justify or explain my situation to them. Just as many poor 

residents may do, I keep listening and avoid talking ‘too much’ because we are clear as 

to their stereotypes of the place and its population. These are not so much due to 

individual cases as structural problems. Many of the residents, including myself, are 

generally pessimistic and do not think that explaining our situations is useful in seeking 

to alter the middle-class views imposed by outsiders.  

 

6.1.2. Walking in the ‘Problematic’ Estate 

The pessimistic view of Immortal residents that little will change is not groundless, 

as social stereotypes and territorial stigma are usually experienced and visualised at 

first hand in Immortal. Based on the prevailing neoliberal version of the narrative, the 

official propaganda that devalues the residents has been reproduced and is continuously 

posted within the estate boundaries in the form of visual images, audio and written texts. 
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The official propaganda that is delimited within the estate boundaries and thus only 

directed towards estate tenants has, unfortunately, been spread extensively. Such 

propaganda shocks many within the communal areas of the estate neighbourhood and 

has led to Immortal being officially classified as a problematic place and its residents 

being devalued as an undeserving group.  

Illustration 6.1. Extensive Coverage of Official Propaganda in Immortal 

 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (May 2016) 
Note: This propaganda street can be read by three rows. The front-row signs refer to ‘No 

Hawking within Public Housing Estates’ or ‘Call the Police’ and ‘No Leaflet Distributing’, 

the middle-row signs refer to ‘No Gambling’/‘Marking Penalty Points’ and ‘Biennial Home 

Visits’/ ‘Combating Housing Abuses’, and the back-row signs refer to ‘No Smoking in Estate 

Common Areas’. 

 

It was not difficult to witness the visual manifestations of place stigmatisation and 

working-class stereotypes when entering the spatial landscape of the public housing 

estate. Walking through Immortal, I could quickly identify how public housing estates 

have been negatively viewed through the official lens. The most obvious evidence 

derives from the speculation that has been created and reproduced through the 
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extensively displayed propaganda which prohibits antisocial behaviour and tenant 

abuses of housing provision. These notices were easily found at busy points such as 

paths, parks, playgrounds, transportation hubs and both inside and outside buildings. 

As though to infer that the place is inherently ‘toxic’ via visual means, this propaganda, 

which is exclusively presented within the neighbourhood, was essentially collectively 

accusing the residents of the very acts it mentioned (see Illustration 6.1.).  

Illustration 6.2. Official Propaganda of the Hotline to Report Housing Abuses Posted 

within Elevators of Public Housing Buildings  

 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (January 2016) 
Note: This propaganda is promoting the hotline to report housing abuses since the 

introduction of the ‘Fight Tenancy Abuse Campaign’ of 2015/2016). It refers to five 

reportable cases that may lead to tenancy termination, including, ‘Non-occupation (or not 

retaining regular and continuous residence for over three months)’; ‘Subletting (with or 

without rental income)’; ‘Engaging in illegal activities (e.g., gambling, possession of drugs or 

illicit cigarettes)’; ‘Non-domestic usage (e.g. commercial activities, storage)’ and ‘False 

declarations (e.g. income, assets, marital status or household particulars)’. 

 

Having noted the official propaganda, most estate residents I spoke to were acutely 

aware of how they are negatively portrayed to the general public. Many residents were 
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discontented but felt helpless in changing the prejudice towards public housing estates 

(see Illustration 6.2.). They were used to living with the official propaganda that 

devalued their neighbourhood because they realised that, ‘what the propaganda 

mentions is not talking about me’ and ‘it has been like that for as I long as I can 

remember’. Consequently, most of the residents were inclined either to bypass or ignore 

all official announcements unless absolutely necessary. None indicated an interest in 

reading them in detail because ‘it would not be funny as it was more or less repeating 

the same thing’. Brother Fei was aware of the intentionally devaluing depictions of the 

neighbourhood that lay behind this propaganda. He not only felt it pointless to be so 

stigmatised, but also felt helpless in his capacity to change the negative views of the 

place. Like many other estate residents, he chooses not to see this official propaganda. 

He never once complained to me about the shame of living in Immortal under this place 

stigma. When asked about his views on the official propaganda, he revealed to me, with 

a sense of anger and powerlessness, that, 

I know of them, but I do not pay much attention to the details. I simply know 

they ban a lot of activities within the estate boundary. It is hard to say what 

they don't ban; many things are not allowed on the public housing estate. I 

agree that these annoying [instances of] propaganda show disrespect to the 

place… but it is very ‘normal’ for them, and there is no particular surprise for 

me. Living here for such a long time, you are used to knowing it is [badly] 

treated like that when you live in public housing estate. What's new? 

6.1.3. Being ‘Housing Scroungers’, On Being Well-Off but Greedy 

Public housing estates have been readily associated with housing fraud in the 

official narrative of public housing ever since the privatisation of public housing policy 

began in the 1980s. Old working-class households on public housing estates are 

generally accused of being well-off and greedy at the expense of the general public. As 

one of the oldest neighbourhoods of public housing, Immortal is no exception. Although 

many of the Immortal residents I spoke to pragmatically chose, like Brother Fei, to 

ignore place stigma, they understood that they are socially and officially known as 

‘housing scroungers’ who have enjoyed public housing provision for generations and 

supposedly have hidden wealth. Falling within the undeserving category of ‘housing 

scroungers’ in the policy grid of public housing provision, poor working-class 

households are required to undergo a means test every two years to prove themselves 

‘deserving’ to stay in their public housing units. 
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Illustration 6.3. Official Propaganda of the Biennial ‘No Advance Notice’ Home Visits 

Posted in the Lobbies of Public Housing Buildings  

 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (January 2016) 
Note: As a requirement of the biennial means test, this propaganda is reminding tenants of the 

coming imposition of ‘no advance notice’ home visits on tenants for tenancy renewals. It 

requires tenants to present their identity documents to the ‘no advance notice’ home visitors 

with identifiable staff cards for verification. 
 

During my time in Immortal, I repeatedly heard complaints from estate residents 

who thought they were disrespected because they were required to pass the means test 

as well as ‘no advance notice’ home visits in exchange for tenancy approval every two 
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years. Sister Monica and Brother Dominic felt upset at how they were perceived (see 

Illustration 6.3). After receiving the reminder from the estate management office, we 

discussed the means-test requirements. Having noted how they have been thought of as 

being ‘well-off and greedy’, they revealed their views to me about the 

misrepresentations of Immortal residents. Sister Monica felt that it was ridiculous how 

poor residents are thought of in this way. She felt that the means-test requirements both 

disrespected and demeaned the residents. For Sister Monica, accusing the poor of being 

well-off and greedy was both ironic and unacceptable, and she vigorously complained 

to me about the groundless assumptions made of the poor working-class households in 

Immortal:  

It’s time to end the means test. I really don’t understand why we’re required 

to be checked every two years. People living here can simply be described as, 

‘one, no money, and two, no assets’. We must be people without anything 

[materials] or we would not be here. It’s so ridiculous and meaningless to 

impose a means test for our tenancy approval… Everyone knows we are poor, 

it’s entirely disturbing our ordinary and peaceful life… The government is 

obviously too free and has nothing to do, so they consume their time by doing 

such things… Also, it’s paradoxical, when you work harder and earn more, 

then you are seen as ‘well-off’ and risk being ruled out because you go beyond 

the acceptable level of monthly income they set… what is the logic behind 

this? How ‘wealthy’ can we become? I don't know... 

Sister Monica was not the only one who felt that it was unfair to be suspected and 

portrayed in this manner. Brother Dominic also complained to me about how the 

economic situation of public housing residents had been misrepresented. Regarding the 

official discourse on public housing, Brother Dominic claimed that the government was 

creating a working-class scapegoat which confused social reality with intuitional 

illusions. He explained to me that the negative representations of ‘housing scroungers’ 

was purely a myth:  

Public housing is a limited resource, and limited resources should give 

priority to those who are ‘the genuine needy’ [the poor]. I agree that those 

who have ‘money’ and have the economic capacity to afford private 

apartments outside in the housing market should surrender their current unit 

on the public housing estate in line with social justice; it is a shame that ‘well-

off’ estate residents scrounge in their unit. This is not right, because they leave 

other needy people on the waiting lists of public rental housing behind. It is, 

yes, not fair to those who are suffering from homelessness or inferior living 

environments in private housing… but I inevitably get ‘no money’ and will 

never be the ‘well-off’... I am ‘the genuine needy’ as the government 
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categorised… It is so obvious that I am genuinely unable to afford private 

housing in the housing market. 

6.1.4. Being Hard Workers, Being ‘Punished’ 

In the name of rationalising the allocation of public housing resources, the Housing 

Authority (HA) has, since the colonial period, imposed a biennial means-test to monitor 

the economic status (in terms of household income and assets) of public housing tenants 

who have lived in public housing estates for more than ten years and use it to determine 

their rental rates and residential qualifications. In the eyes of those public housing 

residents I have interviewed, the means-test has been designed poorly and implemented 

problematically for two major reasons. First, the HA’s tolerance in terms of ‘acceptable 

levels’ of household income and assets are rated on an inversely proportional scale. In 

other words, the bigger one’s household is, the lower the level of individual income and 

assets that each member of the household can have. This disincentivises residents from 

working harder to earn more and thus they fail to afford private housing in all its forms. 

Second, the means-test is designed with an inherent structural bias, in that it counts 

household income and assets in all their forms, yet wilfully ignores both documented 

and undocumented debts and expenditures. In this regard, all cash and fixtures held by 

public housing residents, regardless of their substantial nature, are classified as being a 

part of the ‘income’ and ‘assets’ of one’s household. Thus declaring correct information 

in relation to cash and fixtures in the means test invariably leads to additional rent or 

tenancy terminations, even though public housing tenants, given their actual earnings 

and assets, are not able to afford to move to private housing.  

As hiding exact household incomes and assets has been made a criminal offence 

since the introduction of the ‘better-off tenant policies’ in the eighties. Cheating on the 

means test is very rare, if not overlooked, nowadays. During my ethnographic 

investigation, I failed to identify any resident from my lokaifong network, except for a 

few like Brother Tom, who dared to provide incorrect information for the means test 

and who was actually willing to share this information with me. Brother Tom’s family 

had systematically provided incorrect information as to their income so as to avoid extra 

rents before they were driven to buy their public housing unit via TPS in 2001. 

According to Brother Tom, whose parents were street hawkers selling fresh fruits and 

vegetables, their fragile products had been flexibly priced and so most transactions were 
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made on a cash basis. In this regard, transaction records and product turnover were 

practically untraceable and virtually unverifiable by any means at the disposal of the 

government. Hence, Brother Tom’s family had been ‘auditing’ their own balance of 

income and expenditure and saving cash at home without official awareness. 

Although I knew of some of the ways in which Brother Tom’s family had declared 

their incomes during interviews for the means test, I had not enquired as to their 

rationale until I started my research. According to many entries within my ethnographic 

diary, Brother Tom had been an essentially straightforward person on many occasions 

and used to talk to me about almost everything without reservation, including familial 

issues, personal affairs and romantic relationships. It was only on the topic of the means 

test that he seemed reserved. As Brother Tom was well aware of the stigma pertaining 

to ‘housing scroungers’ and the risk of a criminal sentence, he was quite worried about 

getting his family into trouble if the potential publication of my research made them 

identifiable. Although we were talking something in his past, Brother Tom was 

nonetheless on his guard advising ‘Don’t write anything if you do not know what 

happened’. He became defensive when I asked him to explain his views on the public 

housing policy and, specifically, the means test. Although Brother Tom was finally 

persuaded to become an interviewee after I explained the nature of my research in detail 

and promised to maintain the anonymity of all informants, he still looked a little 

apprehensive when we spoke face to face. On explaining how they were forced to cheat, 

Brother Tom complained about the means test. He explained how the design of the 

means test was intended to punish those who worked harder in an attempt to escape 

from their situations of poverty when social welfare was otherwise absent.   

We were extremely poor in the past; I will never forget how pitiful we were 

and no one would take care of us. Sometimes we lived on loans from friends 

and relatives. My siblings, parents and I had to take care of the business in 

the streets together but it was quite common to get only two to three hundred 

dollars after a tiring hawking day. Our economic situation started to change 

when we moved from the streets into the [newly] rebuilt market before the 

millennium. Yes, we had earned up to one million a year when business was 

good, but it is not relevant (i.e. nothing wrong), [because] you know that is 

the result of our hard work. We earn more because we work hard. How does 

it matter to the rest of society? Why should we surrender our rewards (from 

hard work) to the government? They haven’t helped us (on our hawking 

business) when we were in need! 
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With reference to Brother Tom’s family history, I determined that those 

households situated in public housing with fluctuating but untraceable income were 

forced to cheat.  As the means test, by default, has capped the allowable incomes and 

assets of public housing residents via an inversely propositional scale, they are thus 

placed on the horns of a dilemma. As their rewards from hard work were insufficient to 

afford sustainable private housing or would otherwise have been taken in the form of 

extra rents under the edicts of the means-test, some of the families in public housing 

were effectively forced to cheat in those instances where their income and assets were 

untraceable and unverifiable.  

6.2. Address Effects and Ontological Insecurity 

Regarding their intuitional experiences, Immortal residents learn of their devalued 

position through their statutory interactions with the government via the biennial means 

test. Being required to pass the means test, Immortal residents know that they will be 

excluded from their public housing units if their incomes and assets are above the 

designated thresholds. Thus, to remain within their public housing units, they have 

learned to deal with the estate management office and have instead developed a local 

strategy to make the declarations of means simpler and less painful. As the means test 

usually involves a series of items involving technical terms and complicated 

calculations, most estate residents, or at least those without professional training in 

accounting and finance, usually find it confusing, disturbing and annoying. ‘The 

declaration form is entirely stupid and clumsy; I think even a university student could 

not read it!’ declared one middle-aged resident in the estate management office. To 

alleviate the difficulty of the means-test procedures, many Immortal residents I spoke 

to engaged in a principle of ‘getting it done’ through a practice of pragmatically 

providing some crudely informed and slightly marked-up figures. Whenever I asked, 

‘How do you fill the form in?’ I was told, ‘The more you say, the more you explain’. 

On the one hand, the residents know that it is effectively impossible for the government 

to examine and check all of the details provided by tens of thousands of estate 

households. On the other hand, they believe that their status in terms of income and 

wealth would fall somewhere within the range of approved figures for tenancy, 

regardless of what details they revealed. Therefore, the phrase ‘getting it done’ was 

widely considered to be the most efficient strategy both to protect their housing tenancy 
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and to avoid being suspected of having unreported income or assets. Given that 

‘Immortal’ means almost ‘everything’, they felt annoyed and ill at ease from the 

existential uncertainty posed by the means test and home visits. They are reticent to 

predict their future, so they simply make do at present, because they are clear that they 

will be forced to start again from nothing in terms of their social network, financial 

budget and quality of residence if they unfortunately fail to pass the requirements of the 

means test.   

6.2.1. Feeling Like Being at Point Zero 

It is germane to point out that ‘getting it done’ is not always as easy as it sounds. 

Like many poor working-class households, Brother Nicolas felt frustrated and 

disrespected by the procedures of means-testing. During the means-test period 

(normally from April to May), Nicolas repeatedly revealed to me how he hated the 

requirement and felt disgusted at having to meet the staff in the estate management 

office. Similar to many other stories I heard about means-testing that involved 

declarations and simple interviews, Brother Nicolas was called in by the estate 

management office because his means declaration had changed drastically from the 

version he had submitted two years previously. His household was, therefore, required 

to provide supporting documents and hold additional interviews with estate managers 

to explain the changes. Brother Nicholas, like other residents I spoke to, felt extremely 

reluctant to have to go to the estate management office and meet the estate manager. 

However, Brother Nicholas ‘was helplessly forced’ to handle the means-testing issue 

when the rest of his family members clearly indicated they would not show up because 

the experience was too time-consuming and humiliating. 

Brother Nicholas’s story was typical of the means-testing process, especially as 

regards how estate residents felt looked down upon thanks to the explicit questions 

emanating from unfriendly voices, unwelcome facial expressions and the unhelpful 

manners of the staff within the estate management office. Nicholas mentioned the 

prevailing discrimination against estate residents when he was required to provide 

supplementary documents and attend interviews in the estate management office after 

his declaration. After his frustrating day in the estate management office, Brother 

Nicholas wanted to share his bitter experience instantly. Stepping out from the estate 

management office, he phoned me to complain about how he had felt helpless and 
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invisible,   

I was told by the estate management office [that I had] to supplement some 

bank statements and other documents for the means test. I took a day off to 

handle the issue this afternoon. Fuck! It was purely a waste of my time… 

When I entered, the bitch [receptionist] appeared not to be cheerful to see me, 

I did nothing wrong! I told her [that] I came to meet the estate manager, she, 

however, showed her disinterested manner and who-fucking-cares face, you 

entirely don’t know where her eyes were born. She obviously had nothing to 

do at that moment but she treated me like I was invisible. It’s fine, I waited. 

As I had waited for a long time, I normally asked the bitch to follow up and 

let the estate manager know I was waiting… she simply told me to wait, but 

you were not informed about the time. She replied to me that ‘everyone is 

waiting too; you just wait for some more moments’ [doing her voice in a 

bitchy tone]. At that moment, I said to myself without voicing out – ‘Fuck! 

Bitch!’ It’s fine, I waited…  

Such explicit sexual references in this context usually refer to one’s dignity and 

existence in a Chinese cultural context, as using such sexist terms or dirty words as 

‘bitch’, ‘fuck’, ‘dick’ and ‘pussy’ to release emotions or demean others is, therefore, 

frequently heard in everyday parlance when local residents feel considerably offended. 

Brother Nicholas was apparently irritated to anger. 

In addition, Brother Nicholas felt foolish and humiliated by the estate manager 

during his interview. He told me how he felt ridiculous and annoyed to be required to 

resubmit the means-test form just because an irrelevant trace of correction pen was 

found. He described his visit to the estate management office thus: 

No sooner had the egghead [estate manager] arrived, I was not sure if he 

looked down on me and therefore asked me so many questions… once he had 

asked me this and then he asked me that… they even challenged meaningless 

stuff, just because there was a trace of correction pen on the form, they asked 

you to refill the whole form… refilling the whole form was fine, although it 

was stupid, but once you refilled the whole form, it meant you had to go home 

and reschedule the submission because it required all the signatures of your 

family members… it’s fine, if there was anything in particular, they should 

let me know at the beginning, not everyone is so free every day… it ruined 

my whole day there… 

This tale was hardly surprising, as many Immortal residents shared similar 

experiences in relation to the estate management office, about how they were looked 

down upon and disrespected. During my wait in the estate management office for 
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means-testing, I had witnessed a case for worse than Brother Nicholas’s. Instead of 

being thought of as ‘the invisible’, some estate residents openly complained to the office 

receptionists because they thought they were being treated as ‘fools’. Feeling extremely 

annoyed, an old man who had visited the estate management office on several occasions 

could no longer stand waiting without an appointment. He shouted at the receptionists 

when he discovered that they never actually recorded the sequence of people waiting 

after another man, who had obviously arrived later than him, entered the interview room. 

The old man’s anger overflowed because he had been disrespected and made a fool of. 

Speaking very loudly and quickly, he moved around the lobby to see everyone inside 

the office. His face was red and he complained with vibrant gestures. Explaining his 

anger and annoyance, he tried to convince other residents waiting in the office of his 

injustice, saying: 

They tell us to wait and do not tell us the sequence, and how long do we have 

to wait? This means that you care but they don’t care. I also worked as a 

housing manager and got some work experience in estate management 

previously. I know everything inside... They are very free and have got 

nothing to do, it is just because they don’t care, and everyone has been told 

to wait meaninglessly, you see how many people are here? [there was a full 

reception lobby] They simply ignore us and look down on those who are 

living on a public housing estate. If we were living in a private housing 

residence, do you think they would do the same? Their manner and thoughts 

are so obvious… Living here for so many years since the resettlement period, 

I am used to being treated like that, but the very point I feel angriest about 

this time is their fucking manner… I ask the bitch [receptionist], she does not 

answer me whenever I ask any questions, whenever you kick [push] her a bit 

and she moves [acts] a bit… tell us to wait and stand aside… don’t fool us 

around ‘please’! It's enough... I know that even though I complain to you, it 

is useless, no one cares... but I want to say, ‘you have done too much’. 

None of the listeners responded, although most doubtlessly agreed with the angry 

resident. Regardless of their hard feelings and disrespectful experiences, many 

Immortal residents believe that the means test is simply a ‘necessary evil’. They realise 

that the means test can at least help them to prove that they are the ‘deserving poor’ 

who should be allowed to access and live within public housing provision. As Immortal 

is located in one of the most central areas of urban Hong Kong, the market value of the 

land and housing is very high. Having witnessed the privatisation moves in terms of 

public housing since the selling off of public facilities, including wet markets, car parks 

and shopping centres, many of the residents are afraid of providing the authorities with 



173 

an excuse to demolish the entire neighbourhood. Passing the means test, therefore, 

serves as a psychological defence to the worries of potential displacement. Their 

feelings towards the means test are thus complex. On the one hand, they feel terrible 

and demeaned to be suspected of cheating and routinely checked because of the place 

stigma and associated social stereotypes. On the other hand, they feel that they would 

be safer if they passed the means test, in that their neighbourhood would have some 

‘good’ reasons to be preserved. They choose to tolerate the place stigma in this regard 

because they think that social exclusion is ‘preferable’ to social eradication.  

6.2.2. Hiding the Estate Address 

Although revealing where one resides is a small issue for many people in society, 

it is of major significance to Immortal residents when they understand that they are 

regarded with bias. The residents have not only learned from personal experiences how 

bad such perceptions can be, but also how differently they are treated by society due to 

their estate address. Not all the estate residents I spoke to could provide full details of 

how and why they had been badly treated, but this is because they are inclined to adopt 

a retreating and defensive manner about this issue. To avoid embarrassment and 

unhappiness, they are especially sensitive about the social boundaries of Immortal. In 

this regard, they often remain silent when asked for their address by colleagues in 

workplaces outside Immortal. Therefore, most estate residents who work outside the 

neighbourhood usually avoid mentioning their address when asked because they think 

that, ‘It is not necessary to provide many details of where you live’, or ‘I simply reply 

using with wider areas of Kowloon District or Immortal District’.  

Sister Karen feels particularly embarrassed to reveal her address in Immortal. She 

has been working as a registered social worker in a youth centre in Immortal since her 

university graduation. Earning her university and professional qualifications in social 

work, she is one of the very few well-educated residents who both lives and works in 

Immortal. She is particularly sensitive as to how her address can affect people's 

perceptions of her when she is required to work with people from both inside and 

outside Immortal. Over the past decade, Sister Karen has been intentionally hiding her 

address. In most cases, she either avoids talking about the topic or is vague about the 

address when asked. In addition to her clients, who are mostly based in Immortal, she 

usually keeps her address secret from her colleagues who all come from outside 
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Immortal and occupy middle-class neighbourhoods. She even reminds those who know 

her address in Immortal to keep it secret for her at her workplace. Despite personal 

experiences of explicit discrimination, Sister Karen finds it worrying and 

uncomfortable to be perceived differently and as inferior due to the negative views of 

the place in which she was born and raised. Regarding her practice of concealing her 

address, she revealed to me the complex feelings of ‘being here but pretending there’. 

On the one hand, she simply wants to be seen as ‘normal’ in her middle-class-dominated 

workplace and avoid potential trouble. On the other hand, she feels it is nonsensical to 

consider her residence as ‘abnormal’ to the extent that she needs to hide her address to 

avoid embarrassment. We discussed this issue, and she explained to me her reasons for 

hiding her address in a rather confusing way, 

Well, it is hard to explain, you asked a difficult question... I cannot explain 

well... It's simply that I thought it quite strange and sometimes embarrassing 

for me to reveal my address in Immortal in my workplace... It was not a 

shameful place for me, I didn't mean it could not be revealed or that revealing 

it is problematic, and I think revealing it is fine... I just found there was no 

need, and I fear it might shamefully get me into unnecessary inconvenience 

when I worked... but I don't know what inconvenience it could be, I've never 

tried... simply it is better to not let people know that much... 

Many residents shared similar feelings of ‘being here but pretending there’ regarding 

the hiding of their home address. However, the most embarrassing aspect is not the 

defensive responses of the residents, but rather the stigmatising of an entire public 

housing estate which means that the entirety of a specific group of poor working-class 

citizens must live with bias and be regarded as deviant by the rest of society. 

6.2.3. Having Few Friends Outside 

Beyond the consideration of spatial and institutional dimensions, the ‘address 

effect’ on the everyday lives of public housing residents also extends to the social 

dimension. During my research in Immortal, many estate residents told me they ‘have 

few friends outside’ of the estate boundary because of their effective social exclusion. 

Their active social network was thus delimited to within the estate boundary. Despite 

having worked in many prestigious hotels outside of the Immortal estate for a decade 

before she took a career break from her profession in hotel management in the retail 

sector, Sister Susan revealed to me that she felt she had too ‘few friends’ outside of the 
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estate. For Sister Susan, there are clear social boundaries between colleagues and 

friends, and few colleagues ultimately became friends. She found only limited success 

in trying to make friends within her middle-class career of hotel management. In 

contrast, she felt most comfortable with her estate friends who shared similar working-

class backgrounds and grew up together in Immortal: 

Yes, I know many people outside Immortal because of my career in hotel 

management... but they are mostly my colleagues I think... I think my best 

friends and the most comfortable people I can fully trust are those I have got 

to know in Immortal since my childhood. Maybe when you grow up, you find 

it hard to make new friends, particularly in your workplace, [as] people seem 

to have established values and different interests, maybe because we were 

growing up in different environments and, importantly, some may access you 

with certain purposes and you don't know... even if you can make new friends, 

the feeling, however, is different from those who grew up with you with 

similar backgrounds and memories within your neighbourhood.  

This feeling of ‘having few friends outside’ was not exclusive to the younger 

generation. Many older residents I spoke to share the same feeling. Uncle Ben (aged 

66, retired worker), is a lifelong resident of Immortal and told me that he felt he ‘had 

few friends’ outside and even ‘no relatives’ due to the stigma of the address effect. On 

one occasion, we talked about life after retirement. Uncle Ben talked about social 

exclusion because of where he lived. Having recognised the impact of the address effect, 

Uncle Ben told me there was social differentiation by address. He revealed his 

miserable experiences of social exclusion because he held a different set of values and 

lived in a different location:  

It does not mean I know no one outside, but I seldom meet and get along with 

them frequently on ordinary days... My friends and relatives were becoming 

different classes. They are now all landlords, owning their property and 

collecting rents. When you show up to meet them, they gradually form small 

circles, simply sharing similar interests, values and topics which are different 

from yours. When they say buying a house is good, I say who doesn't know 

a mother is a woman... when they say buying a house is not about money but 

determination, I reply I am simply not capable of doing [affording] it. With 

time, you feel both [that] you and your acquaintances hold different values 

and are situated in different worlds of reality. Due to these differences, they 

start to keep a distance from you, and you respond by meeting them less 

frequently... you feel bored whenever you meet... You know it is not about 

your manners or communication skills, whether you are open or closed to 

maintaining your relationships with your friends and relatives… when we 

share different values and live [apart] with different cultures, we naturally 
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have an intangible wall between each other... 

One consequence of the address effect is that estate residents who have been 

socially excluded are inclined to stay away from where they do not feel accepted and 

from whom they feel distanced. Instead, the residents stay among those who understand 

their feelings and agree with their value system because of their similar social 

backgrounds and economic situations. Although it has now been more than half a 

century, Uncle Ben still has regular gatherings and maintains informal communities 

with his estate friends who all grew up together within the neighbourhood because he 

values the feeling of being understood.  

Instead of joining formal associations and participating in public activities, most 

estate residents, perhaps unsurprisingly, prefer to stay close to their families, friends, 

classmates and neighbours whom they have known and trusted for generations within 

the neighbourhood. Many residents I spoke to even appeared to retreat from the rest of 

society. They told me that they had never regularly engaged in any formal associations 

either because ‘they are not relevant to us’ or ‘we have no time to join’. They seldom 

go to community centres which are managed by registered social workers or join public 

events organised by the government and other non-profit organisations unless there are 

practical reasons for doing so, such as occasional food relief or a temporary caretaking 

service. More than half the people I met revealed to me they never paid any attention 

to local politics and even hated elections and political parties. They refused to vote, 

claiming that ‘voting is not useful’, ‘whether you vote or not, it would be the same’, 

and, ‘once you vote, you endorse the dickheads who appropriate your thoughts for their 

own interests’. Anti-authoritarian and anti-political ideations thus abound within the 

poor working-class neighbourhood. 

6.3. Neighbourhood Stereotypes and Social Murder 

Instead of being a ‘restricted area’ associated with gang violence and drug dealing 

and abuse, Immortal today is simply known as a ‘disgraceful area’. Despite the 

continuously changing content and nature of the stigma tag, I personally felt regret and 

some guilt toward several of the estate residents when I changed my knowledge position 

from that of participant to observer in order to make sense of the impact of territorial 

stigmatisation. During my stay in Immortal, I kept a fieldwork diary to record the 
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people I encountered and the activities we engaged in on an everyday basis. Many 

entries recorded issues and conversations arising between me and some of my lokaifong 

(my peers, neighbours and friends), including some forgotten figures with whom I had 

enjoyed a close relationship in the past but now kept my distance from for ‘unknown’ 

reasons. I noted that the poor estate residents, despite their collective destiny of 

territorial devaluation and social exclusion, were not always able to be united, to offer 

mutual understanding or to help each other. In many cases, their behaviour and manners 

towards the weakest and poorest of their community are complicated either to explain 

or to defend. Some of the most marginally situated residents had been excluded from 

the majority because they failed to be ‘zannghei’ and lived on benefits to avoid suffering 

the penalties of a harsh lifestyle. Having reorganised the scattered entries of my diary, 

I eventually concluded that the practice of territorial stigmatisation is a form of social 

murder, being ‘tantamount to genocide’ for the residents in public housing estates. 

6.3.1. Being Jailed to be Sick: The Story of Auntie Chu 

Auntie Chu suffers terribly from territorial devaluation and social exclusion 

because she was traumatised for life by her wrongful imprisonment. She experienced 

great prejudice and little understanding from the rest of society, her family and 

community. Auntie Chu’s family lived in the same building as mine, and I have known 

her for decades because her children studied with me and my sister within the same 

schools in Immortal. Although we physically lived close by and were indirectly 

connected through my relationships and interactions with her children, we had never 

talked with each other properly. She avoided my conversations with her family because 

she had been locally believed to be ‘crazy’ [mental illness]. Therefore, I used to ignore 

her presence when I played with her children in the past. My knowledge about her was 

limited to a crude impression that she was strange and seemed to avoid leaving her 

house.  

It was not until I came upon her case by chance while reorganising the entries of 

her children that I noticed and recalled her name. Although Auntie Chu and her husband 

have three children, they have a poor relationship and seldom talk to each other. The 

couple stayed together for more than a decade because they wanted to take care of their 

children as responsible parents. Her husband had been the boss of a small construction 

company and was the only person financially contributing to the household. Like many 
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other working-class males, her husband lost his job during the de-industrialisation 

process of the 1990s. Despite their reticence to do so, Auntie Chu and her husband, 

considering the wellbeing of their children, were otherwise helpless and felt forced to 

apply for benefits, a process that obligated them to declare their wealth and income 

from time to time. Given that they had no income and no work, her husband was very 

eager to find new employment rather than to claim benefits. Therefore, her husband, 

who wanted to save on the transaction fee and earn as much money as possible passed 

Auntie Chu’s account number on to his clients to settle the remaining balance of their 

project. 

During the routine means test for benefit recipients, a large and undeclared 

transaction was found in Auntie Chu’s bank account during a period in which she had 

been claiming and receiving benefits. Due to her ignorance and lack of common sense, 

Auntie Chu had not been attentive when explaining her case to the welfare department, 

an omission that, unfortunately, resulted in her subsequent arrest. Due to a lack of 

experience of being questioned, Auntie Chu was frightened and recklessly told the 

police that it was a transaction which she had been responsible for because she just 

wanted to go home. Although there was no direct proof that she had directly benefited 

from the transaction, she was sent to jail for four months due to her incorrect testimony 

at the police station in 2002. The experience traumatised her, and soon after she had 

been released from jail, she became depressed, anxious and bipolar. She divorced her 

husband and her family disintegrated before her children had reached adulthood. After 

the divorce the household was spilt in two. While Auntie Chu remained within the 

original public housing unit with their two daughters, her husband moved out with their 

only son. The extra living costs arising from the separation resulted in fewer resources 

for each of the newly separated households. With a lack of care and support from their 

divorced parents, the children consequently became early school leavers and were 

forced to enter the job market to obtain more income as soon as they had reached the 

legal age of employment.  

6.3.2. Being Isolated to Die: The Story of Auntie Lin 

Auntie Lin may be the most helpless victim of territorial devaluation and social 

exclusion. She was neglected and lived in social isolation until she died of cancer. 

Auntie Lin had enjoyed a good relationship with my family. She was also a colleague 
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of my mother in a factory, and her two sons studied in the same schools as my sister 

and I. As our families had lived in the same apartment building we met frequently, both 

formally and informally, over many years. We had remained close until she divorced 

her husband, who had an extramarital affair, during the de-industrialisation era of the 

1990s.  

As Auntie Lin lost her sole source of income after divorcing her husband and had 

two children to raise, she could only subsist on benefits and moved out of her original 

public housing unit with her two sons who were still of primary school age. Over a 

period of four to five years she regularly stayed with husband overnight in her unit and 

went out happily with him and her two sons to the supermarkets as though they had 

never divorced. Many lokaifong who witnessed these scenes considered that it must 

have been a strategic divorce to order to obtain more benefits. Despite having no 

substantial proof or direct evidence, the residents began to privately discuss Auntie Lin 

and concluded that she and her husband were once again defrauding the benefits and 

housing system. Consequently, many residents, both implicitly and explicitly, distanced 

themselves from her and her family. 

Due to their close relationship, Auntie Lin used to meet and call my mother for 

casual conversations, updating her as to her status from time to time, even though the 

other residents kept their distance. Unlike other families, who considered her a cheat, 

we remained undecided as to the real motives behind her move, as it was clear that what 

she did was not beneficial but rather costly. The breakup of her family severely affected 

her sons in many ways. Her elder son had been a gifted student and had performed well 

in primary school although he subsequently dropped out of secondary school. After her 

ex-husband had gradually begun to distance himself from her everyday life, her younger 

son, who lacked paternal oversight became another school dropout. Auntie Lin had a 

bad relationship with her two sons who became increasingly rebellious. They began to 

quarrel about trivial issues and avoided talking to each other for days. When Auntie Lin 

subsequently rearranged her housing due to her deteriorating relationships and the 

reduced number of people in her household and moved to another building on the estate, 

she gradually stopped calling my mother. When we were informed of her recent death 

from cancer via a lokaifong we came across one day, we were shocked and very sorry 

that we had lost touch with this woman who had passed away without any apparent 
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local concern.  

6.4. Territorial Prejudice and Place Belonging 

Although Immortal is widely considered to be of low symbolic value within Hong 

Kong society, it is considered to be of high utility value by its residents and serves as a 

bulwark to buffer the impacts of the address effect and societal fears and exclusions. 

One consequence of devaluing working-class poverty on public housing estates is that 

the neighbourhood itself remains a place of value for the devalued and excluded estate 

residents in making their own lives more liveable. It is, therefore, hardly surprising that 

many estate residents do not aspire to leave Immortal as they fear being valueless 

outside.  

6.4.1. Being Immortal, Being from an Estate 

The relationship between public housing estates and their poor residents is, by 

analogy, equivalent to that of fish and water. The address effects in terms of spatial, 

institutional and social dimensions mean that estate residents are particularly aware of 

the importance of living in and belonging to Immortal. Although many of the residents 

have observed that any phrase which includes the words ‘estate’ or ‘Immortal’ can elicit 

negative associations, they are used to making sense of themselves and their lives 

through the estate, and thus the phrases of ‘being Immortal’, ‘being estate’ or, more 

commonly, ‘when we're those living on the estate’ usually appear in everyday language 

when residents qualify and signify themselves and their families. ‘Estate native’, 

‘Immortal native’ and ‘Immortan’ are some of the other terms used by residents within 

the neighbourhood. At many social gatherings, whether for leisure purposes or in 

celebration, young residents even adopt such terms as ‘estate boy/girl’ or, more recently, 

‘damn poor dick/pussy’ (although they do not derive positive meanings in their literal 

sense) to makes fun of themselves and their estate brothers and sisters. Being in and 

belonging to Immortal are important and mean a lot to those residents who have 

suffered from fear and exclusion for generations because of where they live and their 

economic situation.  

To many estate residents, Immortal is simply their home, a place that provides a 

sense of security and recognition. They are proud of some areas and sections of 
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Immortal, regardless of the fear and exclusion they experience as a result of the address 

effect. Some of the residents have even moved away at various times and yet have 

returned to Immortal because they considered that ‘the place I have stayed in is not my 

home any way’ or ‘the emperor's bed is not as good as the dog's cottage’. Having 

travelled to many places in the world and lived in some areas outside of the Immortal 

estate in Hong Kong for periods of her life, Sister Kate considers Immortal to be her 

home and feels inseparable from it because of the local network and informal 

community that she has relied upon heavily and is unavoidably integrated within. 

Staying with her family of six, Sister Kate shares a little private room in her tiny unit 

on an estate neighbourhood. To explore the outside world and to find more private space, 

she moved out some ten years ago. However, she found that she could not leave the 

neighbourhood and her community for long. During the years she lived alone outside 

of Immortal, she felt socially disconnected and, therefore, kept returning to Immortal 

regularly for the dishes prepared by her grandmother, gatherings with her estate peers, 

and to take care of her younger brother. Although she lived beyond the boundaries of 

the estate, many of her estate peers and friends, whom she met regularly, told me that 

they had never realised that she had ever moved out during the period of her absence.   

Having felt uncomfortable and unfamiliar when living outside of the estate, Sister 

Kate finally moved back to where she was born and raised because she was well aware 

that she was economically, socially and emotionally tied to Immortal. No matter how 

far away she lived or how long she was away, what she valued most was her family, 

friends and communities in Immortal and she felt recognised within its boundaries. I 

asked Sister Kate to explain why Immortal was so attractive to her. Like many estate 

residents I spoke to, she told me that she loved to stay in Immortal for a number of 

reasons:  

I love living here [Immortal]… living in the public housing estate is 

'fantastic'… if I'm not kicked out [by the government], I hope to live here for 

life… How ‘fantastic’ is a public housing estate? Simply, it is cheap to rent, 

it offers a convenient location, it is accessible to find many friends in the 

neighbourhood...  

In addition to her economic constraints, Sister Kate found it difficult to leave the 

neighbourhood because she is highly involved in and particularly valued by local 

networks and the informal communities of her family, friends and neighbours. 
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Considering this situation to be the ‘norm’ in the estate neighbourhood, she felt 

surprised when I asked why she did not stay outside:  

The point is, why do I need to move out? My life here seems good. Although 

it is congested... [I was] born and bred here, I have lived in Immortal for a 

long time and all of my family and friends are here. I am accustomed to living 

in the environment. When you stay here, you feel a sense of familiarity you 

could not find outside. You know the place and its history and you know what 

will happen when you do this and that... you find it easy to meet people whom 

you trust and have known since your childhood... some elderly people and 

neighbours have witnessed your growth over the decades... I now live with 

my parents, my brother, my aunt and my grandmother. I like living with a big 

family... maybe in the future, but for now, I don't find that I lack for anything 

when I stay here.  

6.4.2. Belonging to Immortal, Belonging to the Estate  

Due to the constant shadow cast by the address effect which is felt and experienced 

by many estate residents, they are used to grudgingly accepting biased views and bad 

treatment from external actors. Residents have learned how they are categorised and 

judged by where they live and who they know. It is equally true to say that the residents 

make sense of where they belong and where they do not belong by identifying with 

where they live. During the gatherings with my estate brothers and sisters, we talked 

about the issues and events of our neighbourhood. On one occasion, the discussion 

concerned the newly built middle-class residence which had transformed the old police 

dormitory in 2012. Having noted this astonishing change to the neighbourhood, none 

of the estate residents were surprised by the appearance of this middle-class gated 

residence. The luxury residence, comprising four high-rise buildings, and the traditional 

poor working-class neighbourhood of public housing towers are a striking mismatch. 

My friends considered the residence something for ‘those wealthy people’, an edifice 

that does not belong to the original working-class neighbourhood or, more importantly, 

its poor residents. Sister Monica was one of the residents who felt that the luxury 

residence was incompatible with the local neighbourhood:  

I feel surprised [that] there is [now] a luxury residence in Immortal. You know 

it is not supposed to show up in our neighbourhood, which has traditionally 

been composed of poor working-class people and public housing estates. This 

kind of residence is obviously not for our kind to live in... It is for those 

wealthy people, those who have money to buy, and definitely not that 

affordable for those living on the estate... I could not make sense of what 
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they're doing... simply don't think it is what belongs in our neighbourhood... 

and I also don't think the wealthy people feel happy because they are 

surrounded by the poor. Here, I wonder who from our neighbourhood could 

afford and would buy a luxury apartment like this. 

As mentioned by Sister Monica, nobody I knew in Immortal had connections with 

anybody living in the gated community. All the residents I spoke to knew of the luxury 

décor and furnishings of the residence, but they simply had no interest in entering the 

location nor any aspirations to move there, simply because they thought that it was a 

place that did not belong to ‘our kind’, ‘when we're those living on the estate’, but it 

belongs to the ‘wealthy people’ ‘who have money to buy’. 

Having noted the spatial differences and contrasting demographic compositions 

between the ‘wealthy’ middle-class residence and the neighbouring poor working-class 

public housing estate, many of the residents demonstrated a strong sense of place and 

of belonging to Immortal. I asked my estate brothers and sisters whether they were 

envious of people living in the middle-class residence. Many of them told me ‘no’, 

because they felt, being of poor working-class background, that they should stay in 

Immortal. With some emotions aroused from constant fear and exclusion, Brother Fei 

told me that he would rather remain in Immortal even if he became wealthy, just as he 

revealed to me that he dreamed of nowhere but Immortal: 

Maybe I would buy it if I have money, at least it’s within our neighbourhood. 

But I won't leave the neighbourhood even if I get rich one day... it’s equally 

true that I have no knowledge of other neighbourhoods, all of my family 

members, my peers and friends and those I know well are here. I basically 

have not many ideas of other places. It’s simple and I feel contented... I am 

satisfied only if I have somewhere to dwell [even without symbolic value], 

nothing else, I hope I can stay here if the government does not kick me out. I 

hope to stay here for life! When I am alive, I am an Immortal soul. When I 

die, I will be an Immortal ghost... ha ha...  

Similarly, Sister Susan displayed a strong sense of belonging in Immortal. Instead 

of an emotional claim to place, such as an ‘Immortal ghost’ after death, she 

demonstrated her sense of belonging through projecting her emotions onto the place. It 

was difficult to distinguish whether Sister Susan felt that she belonged to Immortal, and 

thus Immortal was considered ideal, or vice versa. It was clear, however, that Immortal, 

for Sister Susan, is no different from the exotic ‘fairyland’ in Scotland, where she had 
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lived for half a year. When asked whether she was interested in moving into the luxury 

residence, Sister Susan told me she would like to stay in her public housing unit without 

moving because a person of ‘solitude’ should belong to a place of ‘solitude’:  

I love my current locale in Immortal. It is a nice place, maybe because it is 

located along the green area along the hill slope... my locale’s special, it 

doesn't look like the environment of the neighbourhood centre, it’s not that 

'urban'... I feel the air quality there is great and fewer vehicles move around, 

and, importantly, it's less densely populated and it gives you a sense of 

solitude. It’s just like the place in Scotland where I did an exchange study 

during my undergraduate in hotel management... It [her locale] simply gives 

you a feeling of solitude, like the scene in Scotland, few houses are sparsely 

built along the hilly slope on the green belt of the countryside. What a simple 

life! Maybe because I don't like people [crowded environments], I like peace 

and a place that allows me to stay ‘alone’... Maybe because of my particular 

personality of solitude, I think my locale is the best, and even if I have money 

in the future, I believe I won’t move. 

Given her fear of exclusion from the address effect, a strong sense of place 

belonging, as Brother Fei and Sister Susan amply illustrate, is aroused partly out of 

economic dependence, partly from a sense of social security, but mostly out of an 

emotional attachment to the place, including feelings of both love and hatred. Most of 

the residents sensed the constant devaluation of their neighbourhood and themselves, 

but particularly valued the place and the community in which they live and are 

intimately involved to make their life more liveable, because Immortal and its 

communities are all they possess. Despite its low symbolic value, Immortal is regarded 

by its residents as a living space of high utility value because it offers an accessible, 

secure and inclusive home for people who would otherwise feel displaced, 

misunderstood and excluded outside its boundaries.  

Importantly, the statements of ‘being Immortal’ or ‘when we're those living on the 

estate’ highlights the inseparable relationship between the devalued group and their 

devalued place. When the estate’s residents are used to introducing or talking about 

themselves and their communities with such phrases as ‘being Immortal’ or ‘when 

we're those living on the estate’, both the devalued place and the excluded group 

became interchangeable and conceptually inseparable. When the poor residents are 

recognised as being essentially identical to the physical location of the estate 

neighbourhood of Immortal, both are subjected to the symbolic violence of the 
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neoliberal narrative that divides people into legitimate and illegitimate groups and 

stratifies them into different territories with polarised resources.  

6.5. Concluding Remarks: Finding the Value of the Devalued Place  

This chapter illustrates how valuable the public housing estate is to those poor 

residents who experience different levels of fear and exclusion when both they, and 

their entire neighbourhood, have been devalued by territorial stigmatisation. Although 

Immortal is considered an economic burden of low symbolic value by the rest of society, 

the excluded neighbourhood is regarded as an ideal home of high utility value by its 

poor residents. In particular, Immortal’s residents value the estate as a liveable space 

that provides a sense of security and recognition and which serves as a bulwark against 

their fears of exclusion and of being devalued and demeaned due to place stigma and 

social stereotyping. Without doubt, it is painful and challenging to live on an estate 

neighbourhood, partly because of conventional social bias, but mostly because of the 

prevailing public policy which discriminates against residents who suffer from 

intergenerational poverty.  

Although Immortal has changed greatly over the decades, particularly following 

the completion of the estate regeneration and privatisation programme in the 2000s, it 

has nonetheless been continuously stigmatised by different negative associations. In 

line with the social bias against the prevailing poverty culture in public housing estates, 

the associations with crime and drugs prior to its regeneration have simply been 

replaced by stories of housing fraud and benefits abuses. Most estate residents are clear 

in their understanding that they have been negatively portrayed as an inferior group 

which is either to be avoided, disgraced or altogether marginalised. While some of the 

residents are aware of their stigmatised position through their observations, interactions 

and conversations from inside the estate and through friends, colleagues and 

acquaintances from the outside, most make sense of it through their family 

socialisations across the generations or from their personal experience of having lived 

on an estate neighbourhood. Living with intangible fears and tangible exclusions, many 

estate residents feel innocent, helpless and even angry at how they have been negatively 

viewed and treated.  

In this regard, Immortal serves as a useful, valuable and, most importantly, 
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accessible resource for the poor excluded residents. It offers homes, communities and, 

as importantly, an escape from prejudice for those who need homes, friends and respect. 

Hence, the stronger the fear and the greater the sense of exclusion the residents 

experience outside the estate, the stronger their emotional attachment and sense of 

belonging. When the poor residents introduce and talk about themselves and their 

community by using such phrases as ‘being Immortal’ or ‘when we're those living on 

the estate’, the notion of a devalued place and a devalued group become inseparable. 

Being ‘Immortal’ means being a part of and feeling that one belongs in Immortal and, 

therefore, the sense of place becomes particularly important. This concept highlights 

the spatial order of the social group under the impact of territorial stigmatisation. 

Through their experiences of fear and exclusion, the poor residents make sense of their 

social position through their physical location, where they came from, and who they 

are assumed to be. 

Just as Paul Watt (2006) points out, owing to the complexities of the notion of 

class belonging in notorious working-class neighbourhoods, Immortal residents 

distance themselves from their ‘problematic’ stereotypes and choose to live in the same 

place, yet they feel positive about associating themselves with their estate because 

Immortal offers them both a physical shelter and a local network that buffer the pains 

and anxieties of territorial stigma and social prejudice. It is ironic that many of the 

excluded residents who have been so misrecognised fail to unite to fight back, instead 

further distancing themselves from making friends with those who are not 

considered ’zannghei’ because they have failed to endure the extreme conditions and 

depend on benefits. In this regard, a few of the weakest and poorest residents who are 

socially devalued become a forgotten group within society when their local 

‘membership’ of the community is denied and cancelled (see Auntie Chu and Auntie 

Lin).  

Having highlighted the impact of neoliberal narratives in shaping urban 

segregation and social exclusion in contemporary society, Loïc Wacquant, Tom Slater 

and Virgílio Borges Pereira (2014) argue that social space is both recognised by and 

simultaneously identical to physical place when both social space and physical space 

are subjected to symbolic violence. In this regard, when the Immortal residents and 

their public housing estate are stigmatised, whoever lives within the defamed 
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neighbourhood is socially regarded as an inferior class. In the phrases ‘being Immortal’ 

and ‘when we're those living on the estate’, such social identification with physical 

place under a shadow of fear and exclusion not only serves to highlight the spatial 

process of social exclusion from above, but also the social consequence of spatial 

stratification from below, especially when both the social space and the physical space 

are devalued by the symbolic economy lying behind the emergent representations of 

‘the undeserving poor on public housing estates’. Just as Talja Blokland (2001) 

observed in her study of a working-class neighbourhood in Rotterdam, the relatively 

under-privileged residents, during times of social change, would defend their 

‘fragmented’ communities and neighbourhoods by mobilising their collective past and 

being nostalgic to unite themselves and exclude recent incomers who did not know the 

neighbourhood’s past. In the same vein, ‘being Immortal’ and ‘when we're those living 

on the estate’ implies a local knowledge of poverty and the shared experiences of 

stigmatisation in the physical locale of public housing which serves to unite the 

deprived working-class community. Knowing the estate and living on the estate and the 

specific experience of stigmatisation and marginalisation due to living on the estate all 

converge to become an inclusive means of making connections among local residents 

(see Brother Fei, Sister Kate and Sister Susan). 

Although many urban scholars and cultural sociologists have tried to elucidate the 

nature of working-class place belonging in contemporary societies, there exists no 

consensus view. Drawing on the data collected from the Cultural Capital and Social 

Exclusion study with his colleagues, Mike Savage (2010) highlighted the social 

distinctions of place belonging in times of social change. He argues that the ability to 

value places both symbolically and aesthetically is not automatic or ubiquitous, but 

rather depends on social access to a sufficient volume of reference points and a set of 

cultural resources that allows comparisons and evaluations. Hence, the way of narrating 

(cultural mobilisation) that claims to process a place has already implied the socio-

spatial relationship between the residents and the neighbourhood in a contemporary 

society. He asserts that the ways of narrating from the middle-class and the working-

class perspectives are distinctively different because of varying volumes of reference 

points and cultural (re)sources derived from their own unique experiences and positions. 

According to Mike Savage, the narrative of ‘elective belonging’ characterises how 

middle-class residents define their motifs in aesthetic and ethnic ways when they 
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intentionally justify themselves by processing their current housing in terms of choices 

and tastes. In contrast, the narrative of ‘dwellers’ characterises how residents claim to 

process their place in more functional terms when they passively articulate their 

attachments to their current locations through a shared history as though they were 

discarded or thrown into the area in which they reside.  

Starting from Mike Savage’s thesis on ‘elective belonging’, Kristeen Paton 

(2013;84) argues that ‘working-class place attachment is broadly characterised by 

strong ‘elective belonging’ and poor ‘elective fixity’: choice and control over one’s 

ability to stay fixed within their neighbourhood’. Kristeen Paton (2014) further 

scrutinises her data collected from a gentrified part of Partick, Glasgow and points out 

that the narrative of ‘elective belonging’ is not the exclusive privilege of middle-class 

residents (incoming gentrifiers), but it is also found among working-class residents 

(incoming poor residents) who seek to stay fixed within the neighbourhoods they 

prioritise. She highlights that choosing to live somewhere is easy, but the ability to 

become fixed within a chosen place is difficult during the hard times brought by 

privatisation and gentrification. Therefore, the only difference between middle-class 

and working-class senses of place belonging is the imbalanced power dynamic arising 

in relation to securing their fixity in their chosen locales. According to Kristeen Paton, 

working-class residents can also articulate their attachments to their place through their 

names of choice and tastes because those living in Partick were not ‘born and bred’ but 

are rather ‘outsiders’ and ‘incomers’, while they negotiate to move in via the local 

housing authority. Therefore, many of them have reference points and residential 

experience from private dwellings to compare to and evaluate. However, they fail to 

ensure that they can stay fixed in their locations because they are too weak socially and 

politically. 

Having drawn on the data collected from an extremely poor neighbourhood in 

central Salford, Bob Jeffery (2016:14) characterises working-class attachments to place 

as ‘prescribed belonging’, because marginal working-class residents are not given a 

choice and fall into an entirely prescribed position within the rigorous process of 

middle-class gentrification. He argues that the marginalised working-class residents 

otherwise have no power to negotiate for greater choice or better resource within their 

broken, exploited and residuary neighbourhoods when incoming middle-class 
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gentrifiers elect to process the neighbourhood in more aesthetic and ethnical ways. 

Having viewed urban regeneration as a zero-sum game of social classes, he points out 

that the more gentrified a neighbourhood is, the less liveable the space and the fewer 

resources that the marginal working-class can have access to. Hence, the marginal 

working-class residents of central Salford claim to process their place in either passive 

or ‘un-elective’ ways, because they have suffered greatly from disintegrated 

communities and deprived environments under the prolonged impacts of middle-class 

gentrification that has been ongoing for fifty years. Hence, many marginalised working-

class residents who moved in from the outside claim to belong to the place simply 

because they are prescribed there as urban nomads due to their conditions of economic 

inadequacy and social marginality. They generally consider their positions as being 

transient and uninvolved. On one hand, they do not value their place and are proud of 

being a part of it. On another hand, they are trapped within it without any ideas or 

options as to where they could go otherwise. 

As Peer Smets and Margarethe Kusenbach (2020) have pointed out, the impacts 

of territorial stigmatisation on shaping residential experiences and identities are 

complex to grasp because of their differing housing contexts and stigmatised situations. 

Neither the notions of Mike Savage’s ‘elective belonging’, or Kristeen Paton’s ‘elective 

fixity’, nor Bob Jeffery’s ‘prescribed belonging’ are directly applicable in making sense 

of the nature of the sense of working-class belonging in Immortal because of the 

specific context and situation which Immortal residents face. Except for ‘prescribed 

belongers’, both narratives of ‘elective belongers’ and ‘dwellers’ are in evidence at 

Immortal. Having faced similar situations to those experienced by the working-class 

populations described in the works of Kristeen Paton (2013, 2014), Immortal’s 

residents suffer from limited residential choices and insecure housing situations due to 

discriminative estate management and a programme of state-led privatisation which has 

been ongoing since the 1980s. However, most of the Immortal residents are not recent 

incomers form the outside, but are rather both ‘born and bred’ within their 

neighbourhood. Essentially, they have been rooted in the same place for generations 

due to their economic inadequacy and social exclusion. As they have not chosen to 

move into Immortal, many of them appear to be the ‘dwellers’ to whom Mike Savage 

alludes when he speaks of the processing of place. Therefore, they are used to 

articulating their sense of place in either historical or functional terms, including their 
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birth history, settlement history, accessible location, affordable rent, living environment, 

and familial support with a local network. Similar to other working-class populations 

within the marginalised neighbourhoods described by Watt (2006), McKenzie (2012) 

and Paton (2014), poverty (in terms of ‘being excluded’ - see Brother Nicolas and Sister 

Karen), history (in relation to ‘being born and bred’- see Brother Fei and Sister Kate), 

and local bonds (‘having families and friends’ - see Sister Susan and Uncle Ben) remain 

the common currency of belonging in Immortal. Just as Chris Allen (2008:61) noted in 

relation to working-class involvement in contemporary societies, most of the Immortal 

residents tend to ‘struggle for survival’ rather than ‘struggle for position’ when they are 

given limited opportunities and resources.  

A minority of the poor residents who were born and bred however show their sense 

of ‘elective belonging’ just as Kirsteen Paton has evidenced. They are able to indicate 

their preferences and volitions to fix themselves within their neighbourhood in the name 

of ‘choice’ and ‘taste’ (see Sister Susan) because they have more reference points and 

cultural resources to compare to and can thereby discern a ‘better’ location from their 

individual educational background and particular residential experiences elsewhere 

(see Sister Kate and Sister Susan). In contrast to the marginal working-class residents 

described in Bob Jeffery’ work, the Immortal residents face relatively lower levels of 

poverty and enjoy relatively better housing security because many of them and their 

family members can at least get jobs and enjoy a greater sense of neighbourhood even 

though the process of privatisation began three decades ago. As the pace of privatisation 

is relatively slow in Hong Kong, the Immortal residents appear to be less hopeless or 

pessimistic than other marginalised working-class residents in relation to their current 

status and relationship with their estate neighbourhood. Thus, Bob Jeffery’s concept of 

‘prescribed belonging’ which implies a sense of extreme helpless and impotence among 

the marginalised working-classes during times of gentrification and privatisation does 

not appear to describe Immortal’s residents. While they know that they are stigmatised, 

they nonetheless feel energised and positive in being a part of their communities 

because of their shared arrival stories, economic status, cultural roots, social networks 

and residential experiences within the poor neighbourhood. 

In addition, the works of Mike Savage (2010), Kristeen Paton (2013, 2014) and 

Bob Jeffery (2016) are conceptually limited to characterising a contemporary sense of 
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working-class place belonging. In contrast, Mike Savage’s concept of middle-class 

‘elective belonging’ gives rise to recent studies on working-class place belonging, yet 

he has not offered a definitive answer to his theory, because what he posits is not ‘a 

general statement about the nature of contemporary neoliberal urban belonging’ but 

rather ‘at best a hypothesis’ (Savage, 2020:2). Kristeen Paton (2013) claims that 

working-class residents, at least based on the data gathered from Partick, convey a 

strong sense of ‘elective belonging’, although only a poor notion of ‘elective fixity’, 

yet her thesis seems to have overlooked actual and complex working-class situations in 

times of social change because she seemingly suggests that there are no social or 

cultural inequalities when working-class residents have the political power to fix 

themselves into their ‘chosen’ location, even when the neighbourhood they live in has 

already been remade by a wave of middle-class gentrifiers. Bob Jeffery (2016:1) 

considers contemporary urban place belonging as a zero-sum game between middle-

class and working-class residents and argues that ‘the elective belonging of the 

prevailed is secured at the expense of the prescribed belonging of the marginal’. 

However, this argument appears to endorse prevailing middle-class myths of working-

class poverty, blaming the excluded victims and failing to appreciate their potential to 

make sense of their situations and claim to possess their neighbourhoods in the 

contemporary neoliberal era (Tyler, 2013b, Tyler and Slater, 2018).  

Regardless of the names, terms or themes engaged or mobilised, Immortal’s 

residents appear to be particularly defensive when they articulate themselves in relation 

to their sense of place. Given their experiences of changing public housing policy and 

social exclusion, they foresee that they risk being expelled from their neighbourhood 

and yet they elect to remain within it and will otherwise continue to enjoy their lives 

there until such time as they are unavoidably moved out by the government. Therefore, 

fear and anxiety from the constant threat of being pushed out from their secure estate 

neighbourhood and of losing their established local networks from which they can 

obtain support and resources are common themes for those poor residents with no 

money in their pockets and no friends outside the estate. They thus fear the day when 

the government eventually comes to repossess their neighbourhood. Although 

Immortal’s residents are able to mention their place attachment, they always expressed 

it in passive and defensive ways with such common phrases as ‘if the government does 

not kick me out’ (see Brother Fei) or ‘if I am not kicked out’ (see Sister Monica). Unlike 
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those working-class ‘dwellers’ described in the works of Mike Savage (2010), the 

Immortal residents’ discussions of their relationship to Immortal are not confined to 

functional terms such as ‘history’ and ‘local network’, but also aesthetic and ethical 

terms like ‘choice’ and ‘taste’. Class distinctions fall into ways and motifs when local 

residents articulate themselves in relation to their sense of place. Whereas the middle-

class residents in Mike Savage’s work (2010) are able to mobilise a relatively wider 

range of cultural resources to process somewhere they elect to live but did not originally 

possess, the poor residents of Immortal mobilise a relatively more limited scope of 

referent points in defending their legitimacy in situating themselves somewhere they 

still possess but expect to have taken from them in the near future. Having gleaned 

insights into ‘defensive belonging’, a term I tentatively use here to highlight the passive 

situation and the active agency that the poor residents seek to obtain under the 

structuring force of stigmatisation, it is perhaps the best way in which to describe the 

nature of working-class place attachments in Immortal, wherein the poor residents 

defensively claim, within their available terms and referent points, to possess their 

neighbourhood, although they cannot guarantee their security at a time of social change. 
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Chapter 7. Fixation Destinies and Housing Aspirations 

--Having Inadequate Resources, Developing Residential Strategies 

If the habitat shapes the habitus, the habitus also shapes the habitat, through 

the more or less adequate social usages that it tends to make of it. The 

certainty throws doubt on the belief that bringing together in the same 

physical space agents who are far apart in social space might, in itself, bring 

them closer socially: in fact, socially distanced people find nothing more 

intolerable than physical proximity (experienced as promiscuity).  

−Pierre Bourdieu, The Weight of the World (1999:128) 

Due to the impacts of territorial exclusion and social deviation, the residential 

environments and housing standards of the poor residents of Immortal have been 

institutionally marginalised and socially neglected. In contrast to the idealised picture 

of public housing provisions that the government and policy-makers offer in brochures, 

the poor residents suffer from residential deprivation and household tensions within 

their lived settings on the ground. Throughout the period of data collection, I have 

investigated local views on residential environments and housing aspirations within the 

deprived estate. Hence, I have come to make better sense of the impacts of territorial 

stigmatisation in shaping built environments and residential experiences.  

This chapter explores the relationship arising between institutional neglects of 

public housing and local experiences of residential deprivation. It examines how the 

housing aspirations of the poor residents in Immortal are shaped by their local 

experiences of territorial deprivation and social devaluation. First, it offers a picture of 

household congestion and domestic conflicts which the poor residents face and suffer 

in poorly built environments. Then, it highlights the spatial norms and utility 

consensuses that the poor residents develop and reach to make their deprived place of 

residence more liveable when the notion of moving away from the poor neighbourhood 

is considered difficult. Third, it delineates local perceptions of residential trajectories 

of the poor residents when social opportunities are merely promised and unevenly 

distributed. Finally, it discusses the local formation of housing aspirations when the 

poor residents accept their fixation destinies in their deprived location. This chapter 

illustrates how poor residents adjust their housing aspirations to fit their deprived 

environments when they are trapped within the public housing estate because of a lack 

of social opportunities and economic resources. It argues that the residential 
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environments of the public housing estate are barely functional and poorly constructed 

so that the right to have a stable and sustainable home is not always guaranteed.   

7.1. Housing Congestion and Domestic Conflicts 

Despite the provision of public housing having been cut in the wake of the recent 

rise in negative imagery that followed the dawn of privatisation in public housing policy, 

the Post-Colonial Government claims to cherish harmonious and facilitated 

neighbourhoods through offering quality housing to the poor, a population that would 

otherwise have remained in a destitute situation. Official descriptions of ordinary lives 

on public housing estates, in whatever guise or form of representation, are romanticised 

and confusing. They describe public housing provision as a remarkable achievement 

under a benevolent government policy. The residential lives of the poor living on public 

housing estates are, therefore, viewed positively through this lens.  

7.1.1. Official Living Standards and Limited Living Spaces   

Official descriptions (in verbal form) are perhaps most explicitly indicated in the 

opening speech of ‘Growing up with Public Housing’, an exhibition that was organised 

to celebrate the 60th anniversary of public housing development in 2013. On his way 

to summarise the contributions of the government in his speech, Professor Anthony 

Cheung Bing-leung (2013), the then Chairman of the Housing Authority, again 

promoted an idealised picture of the conditions in public housing estates as follows,  

All public housing estates are decently built to fit the geography of the place 

best; their public housing buildings intend to maximise the utility and 

functionality of the construction site given. Besides, the planning and design 

of public housing estates that have included the elements of environmental 

and disabled-friendly facilities are designated to satiate different needs of the 

tenants across ages and physical conditions. Over past years, the Housing 

Authority has earned a remarkable reputation and won numerous rewards 

because of its innovative and people-oriented estate planning as well as 

professional and managerial services. We will keep our passion to serve and 

build a pleasant and healthy living environment for the people. 

As indicated in the idealised account above, public housing tenants, as represented 

in many official statistics and booklets, have enjoyed more space than their fundamental 

needs as human beings, and are used to enjoying quality housing and having 

harmonious relationships with their family members (see Illustrations 7.1. and 7.2.). 
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However, these claims are essentially groundless, because public housing estates are 

built to serve the purposes of quantity rather than quality in terms of their residential 

capacities. Despite official claims, the basic living space in the plan for one person in 

public housing was not distinctly different from that of those held in prison in 2015, 

wherein the former is 5.5 square metres, and the latter is 4.5 square metres. Those 

harmonious figures illustrated in the official promotions are most likely professional 

actors. Public housing residencies have been described as ‘spacious’ because each 

person actually enjoys approximately 13 square metres on average (the size of a parking 

space) whereas the standard ‘basic’ living space is officially 5.5 square metres (Apple 

Daily, 2015; Housing Authority, Various Years). 

Illustration 7.1. Idealised Images of ‘Public Housing Estates’ 

on the Front Cover of the Application Guide

 

Source: Housing Authority, Application Guide for Public Rental Housing (2015) 
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Illustration 7.2. An Image of ‘A Happy Family’ in the Application Package for Public 

Housing  

 

Source: Housing Authority, Application Guide for Public Rental Housing (2015) 

 

In line with the misrepresentations of public housing estates within official 

narratives, the naming of public housing buildings and units is also misleading in 

Immortal. Each public housing building and each public housing unit are respectively 

categorised as ‘House’ (lau) and ‘Room’ (sat) within the official nomenclature. The 

residential capacity and scale of each ‘House’, however, is similar to those of an 

ordinary middle-class building site. A typical 20-30 storey tower usually contains some 

200 to 800 households accommodating around 600 to 2,400 residents per building. 

Many of the poor residents I talked to often told me that their living spaces are 

inadequate. Although each unit has self-contained rooms with separate kitchens and 

modern toilets, the residents described the ‘Rooms’ with an adjective that means ‘as 

small as dried bean curd’ (dau fu jeon gam sai) because they claimed it could only serve 

the purpose of being a place for sleeping and dining. Despite the actual ‘Room’ 

dimensions, the poor residents refer to them as ‘apartments’ and divide their 

‘apartments’ into sections for beds and meals by means of simple partitions. They call 

these areas ‘rooms’. In this scheme there are ‘bedrooms’ for sleeping and ‘dining rooms’ 

for meals (see Figure 7.1).  
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Figure 7.1. A Sketch of the Floor Plan of Public Housing Towers that are most 

Commonly seen in Immortal. 

 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (July 2016) 

Among the different aspects and numerous examples, the most extraordinary 

situations of space competition within households is best indicated by the places where 

the poor residents sleep in Immortal. Sister Kate lives in a house of seven. She has been 

well trained to sleep peacefully when her family members play mahjong or watch 

television loudly. She occupies the lower deck of a bunk bed in the dining room in her 

apartment. Sister Susan lives in a household of four. She sleeps on the sofa in the dining 

room because her older sister has put too many clothes inside their room, making her 

bed inaccessible. She shares her bedroom with her older sister, but she gives ways to 

her sister, who covets more space. Brother Dominic lives in a household of four. He has 

a bedroom which is shared with his younger sister who is two years younger than he is. 
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To avoid casual disturbance and unnecessary embarrassment due to their gender 

difference, he has to split the room into two using a simple cloth as a partition break. 

However, he occasionally hits the bed of his sister when he wakes up and stretches his 

body, although he has been accustomed to staying with her in one room since childhood. 

More embarrassingly, he sometimes invites his girlfriend home and stays overnight 

with her on his single bed without giving any advance notice to his sister. 

In a practical sense, the more members a household has, the more competition for 

the available living space they experience. However, even the most extremely crowded 

families are not technically qualified to transfer to larger units unless the average living 

space of each member falls below the official standard of basic living space, or 5.5 

square metres per member. Therefore, official incentives to improve household 

overcrowding in many cases simply become unrealistic and thus remain token. To join 

the improvement scheme under the conventional policy,23 each household which had, 

on average, been granted approximately 13 square living space per person, is 

substantially required to double their original population. In this situation, domestic 

conflicts and quarrels among household members over utilities and space are easily 

triggered. ‘You are brothers in childhood, but you are two families in adulthood’ (siu si 

loeng hing dai daai si loeng fong jan) and ‘it is a mission impossible for co-residence 

between the husband’s mother and the sons’ wives’ (naai san pou bat nang zyu maai 

jat cai) are two local expressions that serve to highlight the incompatible relationships 

arising among family members in this domestic context.  

Given the constraints of their built environment, many residents are further 

stressed when their families expand in size. Therefore, it is very common for the poor 

residents to leave their tiny units and dwell within the public areas, such as parks, 

playgrounds, cafés and restaurants, simply to escape the domestic tension in their 

homes and make friends with one another. To alleviate the negative feelings aroused by 

                                                       
23 It refers to the Territory-wide Overcrowding Relief Exercise (TWOR) and Living Space Improvement 

Transfer Scheme (LSITS) endorsed by Members of the Subsidised Housing Committee in 2016. It states 

that all Public Rental Housing (PRH) households living in less than 7 m2 of internal floor area per person 

may apply for transfer to a larger flat if they pass the Domestic Property Test (DPT) and the 

Comprehensive Means Test (CMT) with the income and asset limits being the same as those used in 

the Well-off Tenants Policies (Housing Authority, Various Years). 
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their absolute lack of living space, the residents counsel each other and discuss 

alternatives to avoid worsening situations and relationships within their overcrowded 

households. In many of the cases I have heard, family expansions into such severely 

congested households result in broken families and deformed bonds. The situations of 

Brother Nicholas and Auntie Yung are undoubtedly among the most representative, 

although alas not the most extreme.  

7.1.2. Familial Strangers: Brother Nicolas and His Older Brother 

The tension between Brother Nicolas and his older brother exemplifies how 

‘brothers’ become ‘two families’ over time when living space is a luxury for those who 

cannot afford the rents of the private sector. Brother Nicolas and his older brother have 

been in a bad relationship for some time. They now treat one another as strangers and 

do not speak to each other if it is at all avoidable. Cohabiting with his parents and 

grandfather, Brother Nicolas has been living in his public housing unit since childhood. 

With the consent of his parents, his older brother and his brother’s wife moved back 

into the unit to save on living costs some years ago after his grandfather passed away.  

Over the past five years, Brother Nicolas and his wife have reluctantly accepted a 

long-distance relationship, with his wife moving between mainland China and Hong 

Kong since their marriage in 2010. Brother Nicolas has not dared to raise the issue of 

family union with his wife because of the relationship with his older brother. Thus, the 

poor couple have sacrificed themselves for the family collective. They meet each other 

and stay in one of the homes of their original families at the weekends, commuting 

between the two places.  

As Brother Nicolas’s wife recently became pregnant, she started to pressure her 

husband to reclaim the living space taken by his older brother and his wife because she 

found their long-distance relationship neither healthy for everyday interaction nor 

beneficial for taking care of her expected baby. As a junior water-pipe technician, 

Brother Nicolas is, however, unable to afford to relocate elsewhere with his wife. The 

only option was to negotiate with his parents and request his older brother’s departure 

from the public housing unit. Due to an absence of official registration, his older brother, 

who felt offended, accepted and relocated to a subdivided apartment in a Chinese 

mansion in the next district council. 
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Although more space became available following the departure of Nicolas’s 

brother and his wife, domestic conflict within the household only increased. Brother 

Nicolas’s wife (with his infant baby) affected the economic interests and residential 

benefits of his brother and mother. All the members of his family are now unhappy. 

While Brother Nicolas’s older brother and his wife spend an extra $6,000 on rent for a 

subdivided house with inferior living conditions, his mother has sacrificed more space 

for the baby and has lost the economic support of her elder son because he had to pay 

more for the bills of his subdivided apartment. More seriously, Brother Nicholas’s wife 

is not satisfied with the residential arrangements either. She feels uncomfortable living 

in the box room in his parents’ apartment and does not like to stay with his parents and 

either goes to the park or locks herself up in her room. Feeling that there is no alternative 

due to a lack of money, Brother Nicolas can only stand in the middle helplessly and 

hopelessly as the buffer between his mother and his wife, which he explained in the 

form of a lame joke, 

I’m now pushed to the edge of the building and is about to jump out from it 

(to suicide). Please kill me! (yells and exclamations) … My original plan is 

achieved, but it seems not to be functional. No one in my family is happy. My 

older brother and his wife are unhappy because they could barely afford to 

rent somewhere with bad living environments after they have moved out. My 

parents are unhappy. They live on their children’s funding, but my brother 

cut down his budget to them because they spend more on rent in the housing 

market. My wife, however, has not been satisfied with my arrangement, 

because my mother shows her unpleasant side consciously and unconsciously 

to her due to her budget cut. My wife, therefore, becomes defensive. She 

doesn’t talk with my mother. She either locks herself up alone in our tiny 

room or avoids staying home when I am away working in the daytime… 

7.1.3. A Maid-like Mother: Auntie Yung and Her Son’s Wife 

Auntie Yung and her son’s wife are two typical figures engaged in a hostile 

relationship in Immortal. Auntie Yung is the domestic leader of her household, but she 

looks more like a domestic maid. In exchange for a relatively harmonious relationship, 

she surrenders her sleeping bed to buffer the quarrels between her and her son’s wife 

caused by the lack of living space. Auntie Yung initially had more living space with her 

husband, her son and a puppy dog because her two older daughters married and moved 

out some years ago. Two years ago, her son married his girlfriend, who had become 

pregnant unexpectedly. Becoming a father in his early twenties, her son, without many 

skills or educational certificates, failed to secure an income. To save costs and to access 
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family support, her son invited his wife to move into Auntie Yung’s unit before the birth 

of his son. 

It was not until Auntie Yung’s grandson was born that the living spaces were 

rearranged. As Auntie Yung’s son and his wife were required to work, they hired a 

domestic worker from overseas for housekeeping and left the babysitting duty to Auntie 

Yung and her husband. According to the Labour Ordinances, Auntie Yung as an 

employer must offer a bed space at minimum to the newly hired worker. Given the 

sudden increase in the household population, adding one extra bed to the unit of Auntie 

Yung proved impractical. To meet the legal requirements, Auntie Yung and her husband 

surrendered their double bed in the room they had occupied for decades to their worker. 

Sharing the room with the worker, Auntie Yung slept on the floor with a mat, while the 

worker slept in the double bed. Her husband was then forced to move out of the room 

he had shared with Auntie Yung and slept on the sofa in the dining room when everyone 

had gone to sleep at night. 

Regardless of the expectations that she would engage in unpaid house-sharing and 

babysitting duties, Auntie Yung was neither particularly appreciated nor complimented. 

Her son’ wife often cast blame on her because Auntie Yung kept her daughter (who had 

married and moved out almost a decade ago) and grandchildren in her unit during the 

daytime for better social support and more activity space. After all, they lived in a tiny, 

subdivided apartment in an old Chinese mansion24  without any social network or 

residential quality of life. This situation resulted in nine users (three visitors and six 

occupants) sharing a small public housing unit originally designed for five during the 

daytime. Although Auntie Yung learned to be silent when being complained to, fierce 

quarrels over trivial issues such as the noise of children, use of the toilet and the storage 

of toys, can quickly become open confrontations. As a mother and the leader of the poor 

household, Auntie Yung, who wanted to balance the interests of her children, seemed 

to have no alternative. Since she could not increase the material size of her unit, she 

sacrificed her interests to maintain a superficially harmonious relationship among the 

household members. Auntie Yung is used to starting our conversations with her broad 

                                                       
24 An old Chinese Mansion is usually a multi-storey structure that includes modernised provisions of 

water and electricity, but no access to lifts or gas. 



202 

smiles and warmest greetings whenever we meet. I am happy that her friendliness 

seems the same as always, but now I am unsure as to whether she is still as contented 

as she was before, given her present situation.  

7.2. Spatial Norms and Utility Consensuses 

As a regular listener to the unhappy lokaifong who seek to escape but fail to do so, 

I am used to hearing many similar complaints about the situations of household 

overcrowding and domestic conflicts, including, ‘I was furious as I had pointlessly been 

awakened by the lousy television after a tiring workday,’ and, ‘buying shoes is fine if 

you have money, but we’d better get a bigger house’, and, ‘my brother suddenly brought 

girls home and they shamelessly occupied my room’. Despite the hard feelings and 

frequent annoyance, many of the residents feel frustrated and unable to change their 

residential plights, expressing this through their fixation destinies ‘you can’t complain 

anyway living in public housing must be like this’, ‘having somewhere to dwell has 

been very lucky’ and ‘the only way to change is to win the lottery, and you can do 

whatever you want with money’. Given the everyday experiences of household 

overcrowding and domestic conflicts arising in the built environment, many residents 

are eager to have more living space and enjoy better domestic peace. They realise that 

leaving the estate is the only way to improve their residential situations and attain a 

better quality of life. 

Although Immortal is considered an imperfect neighbourhood in terms of 

household congestion, the poor residents have no choice. The residents do not think 

that they are in any position to ask for more living space. They can only choose to stay 

or leave their public housing units. Although household overcrowding worsens when 

families expand over time, ‘living together’ and ‘saving costs’ are the most common 

residential strategies adopted by the poor residents. Most low-income residents, who 

want to save on their living expenditures on rent and food in shared households, usually 

stay with their low (or zero) income parents, whether working or retired, in their tiny 

public housing units until they are married or give birth to grandchildren. As moving 

away from the public housing estate implies direct access to the housing market, many 

of the poor residents who prefer a better individual budget and residential stability 

tolerate the cramped conditions of the estate. 
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Despite their housing plight, most of the residents who lack economic resources 

and social opportunities are trapped on the estate for life. Due to the collectivist mode 

of living among poor estate families, moving away from the estate neighbourhood has 

never been easy. It involves not only individual acculturation and the mobilisation of 

economic resources, but also collective contributions and negotiations in terms of social 

support. Brother Ken and Sister Mable, whom I meet from time to time when they 

return to Immortal, are upwardly mobile and have since relocated outside of the estate. 

Regardless of the places they stay in overnight, they still consider themselves a part of 

Immortal because they live on local social support and spend most of their time in the 

neighbourhood in which they were born and bred. Yet, their case of relocation is, 

however, one of the best examples through which to highlight the practical difficulties 

and obstacles facing those who move away from the estate in comparison to those who 

are socially immobile and stay fixed for generations.  

7.2.1. Having Two Homes: The Story of Brother Ken 

Similar to the plight of his peers, Brother Ken lived in his congested unit designed 

for four but with five members, including his parents and older brother’s wife. His 

parents were very old and his father, in particular, required intensive healthcare. As the 

youngest son in his family, Brother Ken was pampered and had his own bedroom. 

Although Brother Ken enjoyed relatively more living space than the others, he had 

previously moved out as his partner had rejected staying with his family. Despite his 

recent relocation, Brother Ken does not consider that he actually moved away from the 

neighbourhood because of his family duties and personal attachments in Immortal, just 

as he told me ‘I basically have two homes, one is my parents’ home, and another is my 

partner’s home’. 

Unlike the majority of the poor residents who either have no qualifications or 

irrelevant educational certificates and earn only a minimum wage from their zero-hour 

working contracts, Brother Ken and his partner are highly educated and, thus, better 

paid. Brother Ken knows five languages (Cantonese, Mandarin, English, Japanese and 

Thai) and works as a translator in a Japanese trading company, working closely with 

different kinds of factories across mainland China. Ken’s partner has a master’s degree 

and works as a reporter in one of the largest publishing houses. Due to their educational 

qualifications, together they earn some $40,000 a month, 50% more than the average 
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household income in the neighbourhood.  

Having good educational qualifications is helpful in obtaining better salaries than 

others in Immortal. It was, however, insufficient to buy their apartment, which might 

cost up to one million dollars in cash for the first instalment. Therefore, Brother Ken 

and his partner share just one rental apartment. Given the situation he faces, Brother 

Ken needs to sacrifice quality of life for residential autonomy in the private housing 

market. Despite their social status and economic revenues, their lives are difficult 

because they prefer to move out from the neighbourhood. He and his partner together 

can only afford $13,000 a month, approximately 30% of their combined income, to rent 

a studio flat on the top floor of an old, modernised mansion in another council district 

in which where elevator access and public amenities are limited.  

To secure his move, Brother Ken has been very busy and became ‘burned out’ in 

his efforts to secure the economic resources necessary while performing his social roles 

across his two households. Due to the increased expenditure, Brother Ken and his 

partner must work for extra income to cover the household bills including gas, water, 

electricity, internet and the telephone. Although they work more than 12 hours a day, 

on average, during the weekdays, they seldom rest or go for holidays. They take up 

part-time jobs during weekends to make ends meet. Brother Ken works as a part-time 

waiter, while his partner works from home as a freelance writer. In addition to their 

heavy workload during the weekdays, Brother Ken, in particular, is required to 

commute regularly from their new home to Immortal because his father is now ninety-

something and physically unfit. He takes care of his parents’ home, tidying up and 

preparing meals after work almost every evening and when he is not otherwise required 

to work as a part-time waiter during the weekend. Once his father has finished his meals 

and fallen asleep, he hurries back to stay with her girlfriend late at night. 

7.2.2. Feeling Trapped: The Story of Sister Mable 

Strictly speaking, Sister Mable did not live in Immortal but within another public 

housing neighbourhood that is a five-minute walk from the east end of the Immortal 

estate within the same council district. She, however, considers herself a part of 

Immortal because she has spent a great deal of time there and it is where she completed 

her secondary education, met her friends and developed her courtship with her 
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boyfriend (now husband). Having been in a relationship for more than a decade, she 

married her boyfriend in 2012. Feeling crowded within their original household, Sister 

Mable and her husband, who had lived with his family in the central part of Immortal, 

moved away and rented a tiny flat in a modernised building in another neighbourhood 

connected to the west end of Immortal after their marriage.  

Given their social attachments to Immortal, Sister Mable and her husband elected 

to rent the apartment they currently live in because the location allows them to access 

better social support and perform their caring roles after tiring days at work. Although 

each of them has been since been required to financially support their original families 

in keeping with others from working-class backgrounds, the couple still enjoy better 

than average budgets as compared to the rest of the neighbourhood. The couple (after 

their contributions to their original families) have a combined monthly budget of over 

$50,000, yet they prefer to spend $12,000 renting a tiny apartment in an old, modernised 

building with lift access. In actual fact, they had considered buying their flat for better 

residential stability before marriage. However, they extended their plan because they 

found the apartment they were interested in was being offered at a speculative price. 

Instead they planned to save more to buy their flat when the period of speculation was 

over. This strategic move, however, has resulted in a prolonged extension, if not a 

permeant suspension of their plan to buy because the flats they are interested in have 

further increased in price to the level of being unaffordable.  

Unlike many of their peers from Immortal, who take up elementary positions 

within the service sector as clerks, cashiers or salespersons, Sister Mable works as a 

chartered accountant in a leading international accounting firm, while her husband 

works a manager in a locally renowned finance company. Despite their excellent 

incomes, their jobs are intensive and demanding, and the couple both work more than 

nine hours a day. Sister Mable, in particular, is required to accept a flexible work 

schedule due to the nature of her profession. She usually works until late at night and 

sometimes goes for business trips overseas to meet her clients who are based in other 

time zones. In this regard, Sister Mable and her husband, who would ideally prefer more 

time to rest and do their essential housework, do not cook much as they consider 

shopping for food and cooking inefficient and inconvenient. Thus they either dine out 

or return to their parents’ home for dinner after work.  
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Sister Mable and her husband have increasingly relied on the social support from 

their parents since their daughter was born in 2014. The double-income couple have 

sufficient resources to feed and educate her, but they lack the time and energy to take 

care of their infant daughter. Given the situation that neither can escape from work and 

become a full-time carer, Sister Mable who had been stressed by her inadequate 

parenting intends to spend more time and resources on her daughter by taking up a less 

demanding position. Though Sister Mable expected her salary to be cut after changing 

job, she nonetheless refuses to hire a domestic nanny like many of her middle-class 

colleagues because a domestic worker not only implies the expense of a salary but 

would also take up space in her house. Just as many working-class families do, Sister 

Mable adopts a saving mode and seeks social support from the older generations in 

Immortal. Having gained the consent of the different family members involved, she 

leaves their infant daughter in her parents’ house early in the morning before 

commuting to work and then brings their daughter home after joining the family for 

dinner after work in the evenings. As Sister Mable has heavily relied on the social 

support from Immortal, she once joked to me that,  

Don’t you think it’s a kind of magic [curse]? All of us seem unable to escape 

from the neighbourhood. I kept moving from the east end to the west end of 

Immortal. When I was small, I lived near the east end and studied in the south 

end; when I become a wife and mother, I lived near the west end and stayed 

in the centre. We’re still here after we have left our school so many years ago. 

7.2.3. Spatial Norms: Being Flexible and ‘Going Communal’ 

As lacking in economic resources and social networks implies no potential of 

leaving, the poor residents have accumulated a great deal of local ‘wisdom’ to tackle 

their spatial constraints in Immortal. ‘Being flexible’ and ‘going communal’ are the two 

universal norms that help to maximise the utility and practicality of space through 

rotational usage, shared facilities and the efficient division of poorer households. There 

are unique features which reflect how local strategies serve to cope with limited space. 

Regarding furnishings, most poor families equip their home with foldable chairs, 

extendable tables and bunk beds. In terms of internal layout, they live with simple 

structured partitions. Instead of bulky structures, such as concrete walls, space-saving 

materials such as huge wardrobes, wooden boards, and light-breaking curtains/screens 

are employed to create partitions between family members. Regarding the division of 
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space, the toilet, kitchen and dining room areas are communal, with everyone taking 

turns to use them. In most cases, only the parents have their beds and personal spaces 

within their own partition, while children room together, sharing bunk beds with limited 

space for personal storage.  

Regarding domestic utilities, most of the accessible spaces are supposed to be 

shared with others in the household. Most poor residents, apart from having dinner or 

resting, seldom stay inside their unit and often go outside for more space in the 

communal areas. Often, children go to playgrounds for fun, students may go to the 

library for revision, and adults may go to the shopping complex. Regarding household 

norms, poor residents seldom invite guests home to avoid disturbing other family 

members. Therefore, inviting guests home is either discouraged or conditional. In 

addition to the consent of other family members, it requires waiting until the other 

family members are not at home. Once there are guests present, they must limit the 

visiting time to fit the returning time of other family members. Many poor residents 

would though not consider moving out and deregistering their membership from the 

public housing tenancy contract. Until the small public housing units become entirely 

unsuited to all members, especially following marriage or the birth of grandchildren, 

then unmarried children usually live with their parents for life. Like many other poor 

households on the estate, my mother, for instance, moved out to live with my father as 

well as his grandmother after marriage in her early thirties, yet five unmarried sisters 

have been living with my grandmother for around half a century. Without additional 

economic and social resources, entering the private housing market is considered 

impractical and unsustainable.  

7.2.4. Utility Consensuses: Respecting Others and Protecting Privacy 

Competition for space outside public housing units is also keen in Immortal. This 

competition is apparent in different aspects of everyday life, ranging from the way you 

dry your washed clothes to the moments you light cigarettes and where you lead your 

dogs in the streets. An empty space may exist for one moment, but be occupied the next. 

Respecting others and protecting their privacy are two of the informal utility 

consensuses. Phrases such as ‘don’t bother others’ and ‘don’t cause inconvenience to 

others’ are apparent in the everyday language of the poor residents to remind people of 

proper respect for space utility. ‘Take no photos’ is another expectation when individual 
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privacy is not guaranteed as personal space is both flexible and communal. Violating 

these consensuses often results in unfriendly responses, such as foul language or violent 

reactions, depending on what issues are involved and to what extent the privacy is 

offended. 

Illustration 7.3. The Scene of the Morning Robbery 

 

Source: Author’s Research Diary (May 2016) 

The negative consequence of breaking the ‘no photos’ rule is best illustrated by an 

embarrassing report in the local press in 2016. With a sense of black humour, the piece 

of news inspired a moral lesson and elicited enormous laughter from many young 

people on the estate even though it was quite bloody. On a spring night, a young man 

was violently robbed in a somewhat hidden section of an ordinary park at around three 

in the morning (see Illustration 7.3). He called the emergency services and reported his 

injury and loss from a violent robbery by a man and a woman. A reporter arrived first 

and took a picture. The ambulance then arrived. The young man of twenty-something 

lay on the adjustable bed and was treated for his bleeding head in the ambulance. Two 

police officers rushed to the park to investigate at almost the same time as the 
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ambulance arrived. They searched around, but no reported suspects were spotted, 

except for one discarded jacket in the bushes. Having noted the loss of $1,500 in cash 

and one old model smartphone, the police officers held the torn jacket of the smartphone 

and looked for more clues from the scene. 

As the only witness, the victim was interviewed. Feeling under pressure from 

being questioned, the injured man gradually explained what actually happened. He was 

robbed either by plan or with organisation. As was reported, he heard strange voices 

from the park and found a 20-something couple having sex on the chair behind the 

bushes. The man began to record them secretly through the bushes that separated the 

path and the park. Being careless, he accidentally alerted the intimate couple via the 

lights on his phone. The couple were shocked and angry and attacked him to protect 

their privacy and to compensate for their loss in their own way. They punched the 

voyeur and took his smartphone and the wallet. 

7.3. Residential Trajectories and Local Perceptions 

Having faced increasing tensions from their institutional exclusions and residential 

plights, most of the estate residents I interviewed did not think that they had realistic 

alternatives because what they were given, in their situations of poverty, only afforded 

them with one option. This is the option of ‘taking it’, tolerating what you are given and 

the associated impositions of staying ‘behind’ in public housing estates, or else ‘leaving 

it’, giving up your public housing tenancy and suffering from housing instability in the 

market. As public housing estates became more exclusive over time, some of those 

estate residents with access to better resources have been compelled to buy public 

housing units via HOS/TPS since the introduction of the ‘Wealth-off Tenants Policies’ 

in the late eighties. Given the notoriety of Immortal, most HOS and TPS scheme 

residents in Immortal were lokaifong who had settled and valued the estate 

neighbourhood with its established social network and local knowledge.  

Instead of capital accumulations, all HOS and TPS residents I interviewed 

considered the purchase of their units as a path towards social recognition and housing 

stability. Subjected to the alienation restrictions period and the terms of renting or 

selling in their respective ownership schemes, many of the HOS/TPS residents 

understood that they were property owners in name only because the gap between the 
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premium and the level of affordability had been too wide and, therefore, it was ‘unwise’ 

to pay for such units.25 In addition, they understood that buying HOS and TPS units 

was a means of escaping from taking the means test (and also being known as public 

housing tenants) and to avoid being exiled to the unaffordable private housing market.26 

For instance, Uncle Chow became a TPS owner with a payment of $400,000 in 2015, 

although he had been reluctant to buy his public housing unit for $200,000 in 1999. He 

had not considered buying his public housing unit as he considered it unworthy. 

However, having noted the increasing tension from territorial stigma and this exclusive 

policy, he had become more anxious and therefore changed his mind despite the 

doubling in price. Given the limitations of his unstable career and precarious position 

as a digger operator on construction sites, he had great difficulties in obtaining a loan 

from the banks because he could not provide revenue statements from formal 

employment. He had barely been able to complete the transaction, drying up his 

$200,000 in retirement savings, raising $100,000 from his younger son who had started 

to work after university graduation, and borrowing $200,000 from his elder brother who 

had had no urgency to spend or save at the moment. Regardless of shouldering these 

heavy debts, Uncle Chow felt it to be a good decision because the changing tenure of 

his public housing unit allowed him and his family members to symbolically distance 

themselves from the stigma of public housing and enjoy greater residential stability. On 

one occasion, Uncle Chow was excited and happy to explain his decision to buy his 

public housing unit via TPS, 

I feel much more (psychologically) secure and contented now, but I find it 

difficult to account for my feelings after I bought my public housing unit (via 

                                                       
25  There are two practical reasons for TPS and HOS owners who do not to let their purchased units to 

rent or sell within the secondary market by paying a premium. First, TPS and HOS owners would have 

purchased private housing units if they had been able to afford the premium under the alienation 

restrictions that were designed to offset the differences between the discounted prices and the market 

prices of the public housing units. Second, they will still have to satiate their housing needs in the private 

housing market if their units are leased or sold in the secondary market after paying the premium. 

26  There are some technical differences between HOS and TPS owners, wherein the former is usually 

required to surrender their public housing units, if any, and move into the recently selected units in newly 

built HOS buildings with other HOS owners, whereas the latter are usually required to surrender their 

public housing tenancy and stay behind in the originally assigned units in the old buildings with the other 

public housing tenants.  
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TPS). As a matter of fact, I have never expected that I would become a 

property owner. However, when I talk to people, I sometimes feel quite 

shameful (embarrassed). While other people buy their own apartments (in 

private housing market) when they are twenty-something, I purchased my 

own unit when I am turning to my retirement age of 60…You know, my wife 

and me (as retiring and less able-bodied persons) are likely allowed to stay 

behind by the government (because they have expected their employability 

and income will drop with time), but I am quite worried about my (two) sons 

who will be ruled out some day when the policy changes (tightened). The 

housing market goes crazy and it becomes impossible for anyone (most of 

the society) to afford. I buy my unit simply because I think having my own 

housing unit is more secure in the long run and I hope they (my sons) at least 

will have somewhere to stay in a long-term when they need it when my wife 

and I pass away.   

Despite the difference in tenure between HOS/TPS and public housing units, the 

residential experience and local perception in both units are quite similar because the 

former and the latter not only share the same pool of public facilities, but also are built 

in same styles, designs, colours and outlooks. Unsurprisingly, they are sometimes 

difficult to visually or socially differentiate, especially when huge numbers of 

HOS/TPS buildings have been densely constructed within the tiny site of Immortal.  

The most immediate effect of buying under HOS/TPS is the dissociation with the 

stigma of the public housing estates, but whether it is known as an effective strategy is 

another issue. Sister Eva lives with her divorced mother and elder sister in an HOS unit. 

Unlike many of her peers, who have no relocation experience, she had left her old public 

housing building and moved into a new HOS building that was 400 metres away from 

her old location when she was still studying in primary school at the turn of the 

millennium. On one occasion, I looked for the everyday experience of public housing 

estates with her. Sister Eva appeared to be defensive when she thought she had been 

associated with public housing estates because I invited her to be one of my informants 

on the estate neighbourhood. Having noted the difference in housing tenure in the HOS 

building she moved in to, Sister Eva dissociated herself from being known as a part of 

public housing estate even though she was born and raised there and was still living in 

the estate neighbourhood like her peers do. She explained to me in a café that,  

I was born and bred in Immortal, but I don’t know whether I can help now, I 

lived in public housing estate, but I have moved into my HOS building. I am 

not sure whether I can offer information you need about public housing 

estates… However, I do not find any substantial differences in the residential 
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experience between living in an HOS and a public housing unit within 

Immortal, but I think there should be something different because the tenures 

of them are different… 

Like many other HOS/TPS residents, Sister Eva considered that she was now somehow 

different to (if not superior) to other public housing tenants due to the differences in her 

housing tenure, although she may not actually be able to account for how different she 

feels in other terms. The fact that many HOS/TPS residents who likely have forgotten 

their purchases were ‘discounted’ feel different in the estate neighbourhood due to their 

housing ownership indicates that they do not live in government housing but rather their 

own, even though public housing residents, no matter whether they are in HOS/TPS 

units or public rental units, have been commonly stigmatised through Immortal. ‘So 

what? Whether you buy or you rent, they are still located in the estate neighbourhood 

of Immortal’, I was told by public housing tenants who realised this and commented.  

 7.3.1. Buying Private Apartments and Having Upward Motility 

Given the physical locations, symbolic meanings and socio-economic implications 

underlying the residential status of staying behind (as public housing tenants in 

Immortal), moving away from the public housing estate can mean a lot to those poor 

residents who suffer from living in a deprived environment and from social devaluation 

and territorial exclusion for generations with no hope of change. It not only implies 

escaping from the fixation destiny, but also gaining access to wealth and upward social 

mobility. As most of Immortal residents arrived the estate neighbourhood because they 

had been either homeless refugees or immigrants, having a safe and stable home has 

historically become a collective claim. In the neoliberal era where occupation and 

education do not guarantee housing access or stability in the rocketing housing markets, 

residential location is regarded as the most comprehensive indicator of the social 

location one is associated with. In other words, they believe that, wherever you live you 

are known by. The relocation story of Brother Mark, for instance, is a plausible story of 

upward mobility in this regard. 

7.3.1. Working Harder with Better Luck: The Story of Brother Mark 

Despite owning a tiny old apartment in a distant rural area, Brother Mark does not 

have any remarkable achievements from school, work or society. Brother Mark is 
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known as a successful and enviable figure by the rest of the poor residents because he 

left Immortal and secured his residential location by buying an apartment for his 

marriage via his own efforts in 2014. Having obtained the necessary qualifications from 

extra years of studying, Brother Mark worked as a mobile product promoter and lived 

on commissions from every product sold without a stable income. He maintained this 

livelihood with the assistance of his wife who worked as an executive officer with a 

better income. The couple earned roughly $40,000 a month. As they happened to be the 

youngest children in their families, they were not required to support and take care of 

their original families as much as their elder siblings. Therefore, they had been allowed 

to concentrate on saving for four years from 2010. Through working harder and with 

better luck, the couple were able to settle the minimum payment for a mortgage (at one-

tenth of the market price) to buy an apartment that was priced at 3.2 million dollars. He 

told me that they would not have been able to afford to buy if they had waited as the 

market price of the apartment has since increased by 30% in two years.  

Regardless of the fame derived from becoming property owners, the couple find 

it difficult to settle their monthly mortgage payments. They used to enjoy a relatively 

well-off lifestyle when they stayed and shared living costs with their parents, but they 

have now become disciplined in their spending and more industrious, working for 

additional income after they bought an apartment. In fact, Brother Mark only has a 

limited budget after paying the mortgage, gas, water, and electricity bills and the 

management fee. He has, therefore, reduced his expenses on personal entertainments, 

such as video games, cycling, and travelling overseas. Given that their income is barely 

sufficient to sustain household expenditure which accounts for more than a half their 

income, Brother Mark, who does not want to reduce the quality of his everyday life, 

has started a part-time job as a wedding venue decorator. He works in this role during 

his free time whenever there is work available because he wants to prepare for the 

possibility of having children in future years.  

Given the negative experiences derived from the location of the estate 

neighbourhood and the tenancy of public housing units, moving away from Immortal 

and becoming property owners is locally associated with elevation to another social 

class. Brother Fei, Brother Mark and myself have retained close relationships with each 

other since our childhood and used to hang around in the neighbourhood for study and 
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leisure. Although Brother Mark sacrifices a lot to own his apartment at the expense of 

a busier work schedule and increased work stress, his new life after relocation has been 

positively regarded and associated with increased social mobility by many of the poor 

residents. The view of Brother Fei on the residential trajectory of Brother Mark is the 

best indicator of how the poor communities understand one’s social class by one’s 

housing location and tenure. I once met Brother Fei in the café in the shopping complex. 

He started gossiping about Brother Mark and his absence from local gatherings since 

his relocation in 2014. Brother Fei told me that he felt happy for Brother Mark and 

revealed his views on buying private apartments after leaving public housing. 

Regardless of the unstable and reasonable income of Brother Mark, Brother Fei felt 

confident and proud of Mark’s departure. Sharing a sense of collective wealth and 

prosperity, he expressed to me that buying private apartments outside the estate was 

more cheerful and respectable than staying on the public housing estate: 

We haven’t met for a long time. You know he’d bought his house and moved 

out. But I have been watching his Facebook though. He seemed to travel 

around frequently with his wife, it looks great, but you shouldn’t feel envious. 

Since he has moved out after marriage, he seems to have opened a new page 

of life with his new home, yes, he seems to have ‘forgotten’ us and made new 

friends with an entirely different group that was supposedly introduced by his 

wife. Despite the changing modes of our relationship and interactions, we as 

buddies, however, want him to be like that. It’s very normal and supposedly 

good to be different from the past [when we lived together in Immortal] when 

you buy your own house and move out from Immortal. It’s because he’s no 

longer the same as us, he has moved to another social class. 

Given the fixation destinies that they understood, almost all Immortal residents I 

interviewed did not realise that they had already achieved substantial upward mobility 

through improved incomes and career paths when compared to their parents and 

grandparents. As many uneducated (or barely educated) working-class parents with 

immigrant pasts and factory backgrounds once hoped that their children with more 

education qualifications and professional skills would be able to raise their living 

standards and so improve the residential qualities of their families via buying 

apartments one day, they are duly disappointed in relation to the promises of education 

made by the society during the deindustrialising period of the nineteen-eighties. While 

their children are no longer blue-collared workers in manufacturing factories as their 

parents were and have since become white-collared officers in commercial buildings, 
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they are still unable to relocate their families away from the public housing estates after 

generations of effort. Therefore, many of the residents have since learned to equate 

residential mobility with social mobility in this regard and they realise that moving 

away from public housing is not so much a matter of individual choices, but rather of 

social opportunities, especially when the social and economic costs of buying 

apartments are so high. For them, the relocation trajectory of Brother Mark is 

undoubtedly presentable, but it is perhaps unsurprisingly regarded as a lucky escape 

from Immortal. 

7.3.2. Having Supportive Parents: The Story of Brother Windy  

Hence, ‘having supportive parents’ (jau fu gon) and ‘marrying a rich spouse’ (gaa 

bei jau cin jan), who have not been known as being ‘gwaihei’ (staying tough and being 

durable without asking for help) are locally considered as the surest ways to access 

external sources of funding and support and to become ‘zannghei’ (refuting negative 

middle-class assumptions). Unlike Brother Mark, not everyone can move away by way 

of becoming ‘zannghei’ and ‘gwaihei’, even if one may have earned professional 

qualifications and started a promising career with a remarkable income in Immortal. 

The departure stories of Brother Windy and Sister Melody, who were able to access 

more resources and greater opportunities than others by ‘having supportive parents’ and 

‘marrying rich spouses’ (i.e., not being ‘gwaihei’), are the best examples to illustrate 

how social opportunities shape residential trajectories in the poor estate neighbourhood.  

The departure story of Brother Windy is an excellent example of how essential the 

role of supportive parents is in releasing individuals from family duties and acquiring 

additional resources. Unlike the situations of his peers, Brother Windy has supportive 

parents and, therefore, he has been freed from any family duties and given extra time 

and additional resources. Thus, Brother Windy could complete his rough path of 

education and purchase his own private apartment. Having obtained his university 

degree and professional qualifications, Brother Windy works as a building surveyor for 

the Housing Department. He earns more than $50,000 a month with competitive 

benefits. He recently became engaged. His fiancée is from a family that runs a jewellery 

business and she studied at a renowned university in the United States. He lives with 

his fiancée after spending four million dollars or so to buy his apartment within an 

MTR-accessible middle-class residence with a private clubhouse.  
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Despite these recognised achievements, Brother Windy has relied heavily on 

support from his parents. Brother Windy was not required to work for family income 

but instead was given more time and opportunities than many of his peers who dropped 

out to work due to poor academic performance in their public examinations. With the 

economic support of his parents, Brother Windy spent four more years preparing for 

university than his peers who were admitted via the typical path. Brother Windy 

repeated his higher levels twice and spent two extra years on a preparatory course 

before he was admitted to his undergraduate course in surveying. Despite his repeated 

failures in school and his delayed career development, Brother Windy relocated from 

the public housing estate when he planned to get married in his early thirties. He bought 

his apartment soon after his graduation because his father used his pension and loaned 

him one million dollars to pay the first instalment for his apartment. 

7.3.3. Marrying Rich Spouses: The Story of Sister Melody 

The story of Sister Melody exemplifies how ‘marrying rich spouses’ fosters 

residential mobility via familial integration. Unlike Brother Windy, Sister Melody’s 

father had extramarital relationships and started another family in mainland China 

during her childhood. As the oldest child in her family, she was considered to be the 

financially responsible one and the housekeeper of her original family both before and 

after her marriage. Although her two younger siblings were early school leavers, Sister 

Melody earned her undergraduate and master’s degrees. She now works as a registered 

primary teacher and receives around $40,000 dollars a month. The real benefit of her 

educational qualifications and job position was, however, not her competitive salary, 

but rather the social opportunity to meet her husband who comes from a wealthy 

middle-class family.  

Sister Melody left the public housing estate and moved into a two-bedroom 

apartment owned by her husband’s family within a regenerated neighbourhood in the 

city centre in 2014, the same year as her marriage. As her husband is ten years older 

than her, Sister Melody is treated ‘like a little princess in her palace’. She is well 

supported both economically and socially. Furthermore, she has been introduced to 

more friends of decent social backgrounds and included in the family network of her 

middle-class husband. Since she married, she has not been required to do any domestic 

work nor to share the household bills for her new family. Without any economic burden 
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for her new family, she has more liquidity and flexibility to subsidise the family duties 

and expenditures for her original family. Taking on all roles in the household, her 

husband is keen on tidying the house and preparing meals for her. When she gave birth 

to her infant daughter a year after marriage, her husband arranged for a domestic worker 

from overseas to take care of her and her child. She has kept her job position solely for 

leisure because she does not want to be a full-time housewife and likes to have some 

social interactions outside of her families.  

It is noteworthy that there are gender differences in the local acceptance of the 

practices of ‘having supportive parents’ and ‘marrying rich spouses’ in Immortal. In a 

local Chinese context, the male is expected to be a breadwinner for his family while a 

female is expected to be a housewife for his husband’s family. Given the higher 

expectations on males than females, not being ‘gwaihei’ is more tolerable for females 

than for males. Therefore, there are two local expressions, ‘a good son should not talk 

on (ask for) estate properties and cultivation fields of his father’ (hou zai bat leon je tin 

dei) and ‘a good daughter should not talk on (ask for) dowry and clothing of marriage 

(from her parents)’ (hou neoi bat leon gaa zong ji). Although these expressions are 

formed as a pair, the former is more frequently heard in everyday conversation, while 

the latter is seldom mentioned among Immortal residents when they judge ones’ 

achievements and positions within the local value system of ‘gwaihei’. In this way, 

moving away from public housing estates and become upwardly mobile via having 

supportive parents as a man will not be harshly blamed because it does not directly 

violate the patriarchal order. However, moving away from public housing estates and 

become upwardly mobile via marrying a rich wife as a man is known as a shameful 

practice that is to be looked down upon within the estate neighbourhood. Sik jyun faan, 

literately meaning ‘having softer rice/ finer meal’, is locally attributed to males who 

have become ‘sugar babies’, living on everyday offerings from females. It may 

occasionally result in a gain of social recognition but more usually a loss of local respect. 

7.4. Concluding Remarks: Associating Social Positions with Residential Locations 

In contrast to the idealised picture offered by the government and its policy-makers, 

the residential environments in Immortal are built below conventional standards as a 

default, as the right to stable and sustainable housing is not always guaranteed. Similar 

to the devalued neighbourhoods in works of August (2014), Kallin and Slater (2014), 
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Kirkness (2014), Sakizlioglu and Uitermark (2014), Schultz Larsen (2014), and 

Wacquant (2008, 2014, 2016, 2018), Immortal has experienced a great deal of territorial 

marginalisation. Instead of physical dissolution, the estate neighbourhood is 

marginalised via institutional neglect and residential deprecation. Despite the claims of 

benevolence, the poor residents are entitled only to minimal living space within the 

public housing estate. Although the poor residents are not vehicles, each of them is only 

entitled to a living space equivalent to a parking space (approximately 13 square metres 

on average). The ‘basic’ living space of public housing (5.5 square metres) in official 

documents is set slightly higher than that of prison (4.5 square metres). There are few 

incentives from the government to improve spatial competition or enhance housing 

options as public housing provision has been more concerned with quantity than quality.  

Of more severe consequence, the extreme conditions within the public housing estate 

have not been and will not be well informed because public housing estates are 

considered to be ‘undeserving’ locations under the impacts of territorial stigma. As if 

public housing was a luxury resort, the ordinary lives of the poor residents are however 

described as being enjoyed above their basic needs whenever the government reinstates 

its achievements in saving the homeless poor through offering quality homes. 

Having noted their devalued location and downplayed positions, the poor residents 

do not aspire to change but rather to maintain the status quo of their residential orders. 

Instead of complaining loudly, they suffer silently from household congestion and 

domestic conflicts that stem from their given environments. As Paul Watt (2020) argues 

on the potential facet, the impacts of territorial stigmatisation are not confined to the 

physical formation, but are also found within the residential experience in the public 

housing estate. The impacts of territorial stigmatisation are indicated by the practices 

of spatial norms and utility consensus. ‘Being flexible’ and ‘going communal’ are two 

spatial norms through which to maximise living space inside households. The poor 

residents select not only foldable and movable furniture but also spare rooms and take 

turns to occupy the living space allocated. ‘Respecting others’ and ‘protecting privacy’ 

are two of the informal consensuses reached among the poor residents to ensure equal 

access to communal areas for all. They are concerned about the social importance of 

mutual respect and privacy protection when space competition is keen within the 

communal areas of the poor estate. Each resident is very clear that violating these 

consensuses could result in unhappy or even bloody consequences. However, the 
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functions of spatial norms and utility consensuses in dealing with housing problems 

may fail when families expand in size. Familial relationships (in Brother Nicholas’ 

family) and spatial utility (in Auntie Yung’s family) usually worsen and radicalise. 

Having faced so many housing problems, some of the residents with relatively better 

resources and opportunities move away from the public housing for more living space. 

Regardless of their departure, they will have to stay close to their original families for 

better accessibility to social support. Despite the changing of their residential address, 

they have not been disconnected from the poor neighbourhood.  

As the economic and social costs behind the practice of moving away are huge, 

the poor residents do not think they have any option because they fail to prevent their 

living standards and residential qualities from being decreased once they leave the 

public housing estate and enter the housing market (see Brother Nicholas’s brother and 

his wife). Therefore, they learn to be deterministic in noting the practicality of 

residential relocation. Instead of occupation and education, residential locations that 

encapsulate the social, economic and housing aspects of everyday life are therefore 

conceptualised as being the most comprehensive indicator of social class. Given the 

negative experiences derived from the location of the estate neighbourhood and the 

tenancy of public housing units, moving away from Immortal and becoming property 

owners is locally considered as plausible because of its implied separation from 

intergenerational poverty, local networks, territorial stigma and deprived residential 

settings (see Brother Fei’s remarks on Brother Mark). In other words, the fixed poor 

residents who have negative experiences of stigma and housing in Immortal equate 

residential mobility with social (upward) mobility. They generally believe that 

wherever you are, so you are known.  

In both senses of hopelessness and helplessness, the poor residents have realised 

that moving away from public housing estates is more about social opportunities than 

individual efforts. In a word, whoever one is and wherever one lives is about a given 

destiny, where one’s individual effort is just a matter of necessary but not in of itself a 

sufficient condition for completely moving out of the estate. Hence, they consider 

‘working harder with better luck’, ‘having supportive parents’ and ‘marrying rich 

spouses’ to be the keys to separating oneself from the poor neighbourhood completely 

(See Brother Mark, Brother Windy and Sister Melody). For instance, although Brother 
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Mark worked extremely hard on his feet, his situation of affordability had been unstable 

and inadequate as a mobile product promotor. Unlike his peers, Brother Mark was lucky 

to be released from supporting his original family and, having a partner to work hard 

as a team, his efforts to move away from the estate were therefore cherished because 

he had been allowed to save up and take advantage of the right timing to buy from the 

housing market. Brother Mark however required more luck to move away, Brother 

Windy became a chartered surveyor and bought his own apartment outside with the 

economic support from his parents, even though he had been a late developer his entire 

school life and was only at the early stages of his career. Sister Melody moved into a 

middle-class residence with her domestic worker and made new friends via familial 

integration with her husband’s family, even though she had been shouldering the heavy 

economic burden of her original family since she started work.  

Just as Pierre Bourdieu (2018) argues, the locations in which social actors reside 

equates to social class because they are known through the associations of their physical 

locations in which they aggregate, and these are, unavoidably, the social consequence 

of cultural manipulation. Moving away and becoming property owners not only means 

a physical escape from their deprived neighbourhoods but also symbolically represents 

a farewell to poverty and original social class. Staying fixed and remaining public 

housing tenants, however, is unavoidably known as reproducing the devalued positions 

of the poor residents when the territories of public housing estates are so culturally 

devalued. Given their stigmatised situation and deprived location, some of the Immortal 

residents with resources seek to move away from public housing for a better residential 

quality of life. Similar to Bother Ken and Sister Mable, some upwardly mobile residents 

who have relatively more economic resources and better-paid jobs, through their 

university degrees and professional qualifications, are able to afford to rent apartments 

in the private sector. In many cases, they select some locations that are close to 

Immortal as they still rely heavily on support from their original families. Like Brother 

Windy and Sister Melody, some upwardly mobile former residents, who have distinctly 

more funding (economic capital) because of parental assistance and cross-class 

marriage, often buy their own apartments. In many cases, they move away freely and 

more remotely as they are resourceful enough to become independent of the poor 

neighbourhood.  
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Sam Friedman (2014:352) argues that those who are socially mobile and who get 

‘tickets’ for the upward social journey from their working-class origins to middle-class 

destinations always have to pay the ‘price’ of upward social mobility. Accordingly, 

being socially mobile is not always ‘beneficial’ but rather exposes one to ‘hidden 

injuries’ just as Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb (1977) described. Sam Friedman 

(2012) points out that the socially mobile, in many cases, become ‘culturally homeless’, 

which is an unrecognised status and a split mentality derived from the experience of 

upward social mobility. The socially mobile feel they do not belong culturally to either 

their social origin or their social destination. In contrast, the poor Immortal residents 

who have no such experience do not feel the pains of being ‘culturally homeless’ 

because they are ‘physically home’. What makes the poor feel cognitively drained and 

culturally lost is their physical displacement from the estate neighbourhood. Without 

access to housing tenure in the private market, those who have left the ‘physical home’ 

with only low and unstable economic capital (or sources of funding) become ‘culturally 

homelessness’. In Immortal, the poor residents who encounter worsening situations of 

household congestion and domestic conflict work hard to enhance their residential 

mobility through accumulating and converting different types of capital in their social 

space. As economic capital is inaccessible in their social space, the poor residents on 

the public housing estate rely heavily on transforming acquired cultural capital into 

economic capital when they leave their original social position and move to another. 

Social reproduction however results when individual social actors suffer from 

residential immobility.   
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

-- Putting Territorial Stigma within a Neoliberal Context, Adding Value to Public 

Housing Estates 

 

[I]t is vital to appreciate that, in some cases, lack of achievement or of 

behaviour deserving recognition may result from distributional inequalities. 

If you have only the bare minimum of resources, you cannot achieve much…. 

The suffering of the unemployed derives from denial of income and lack of 

recognition, and lack of access to the means to remedy it. Disregard of these 

mitigating circumstances by the dominant and continual disrespect or refusal 

of recognition to the less fortunate and the excluded often produces antisocial 

behaviour in the latter, which then, in turn, strengthens that refusal. 

—Andrew Sayer, The Moral Significance of Class (2005:61-62) 

Being a part of the devalued Immortal estate, I have complicated feelings when I 

reveal and explain what is happening to me and my neighbourhood. On the one hand, I 

feel sad to see the marginalised and excluded situations in which the devalued estate 

residents have suffered due to prejudice and ignorance by the rest of society. I think it 

is entirely ridiculous to blame victims of poverty without considering their thwarted 

access to materials and opportunities that might help them to disengage from poverty 

in the actual settings of public housing estates. On the other hand, I am furious about 

the official narrative that serves as an institutional means through which to promote 

neoliberal public housing policy, a narrative that has portrayed public housing estates 

and their poor residents as notorious and disgusting without grounds. I find it shameful 

to prioritise housing profit and their affluent markets at the expense of the housing rights 

and wellbeing of the less fortunate in a wealthy city.  

This research, which considers issues of stigma activation and class exclusion, is 

an insider story of public housing estates in contemporary Hong Kong. It has illustrated 

and answered my inquiries as to how territorial stigmatisation works to shape internal 

culture, place belonging and housing aspiration of the poor residents in Immortal. It is 

crystal clear that public housing residents who are officially devalued suffer excessively 

from discrimination and exclusion because of whom they are known to be by virtue of 

where they have lived for generations. To make themselves look more valuable and 

respectable, at least within their excluded neighbourhoods, they transform themselves 

to meet with social expectations as far as possible, and even sacrifice their class interests 
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when social respect and sympathy are absent. In this regard, they value their place 

locally, even if it is not widely socially valued, because their neighbourhood of public 

housing has become the only accessible resource for them and their families to survive 

and protect them from prejudices and discrimination of the outside. Being of the estate 

and belonging to Immortal are therefore important as they have inseparable and 

interdependent relationships within their estate neighbourhood. Given the symbolic 

meanings of living in public housing, moving away and becoming property owners 

outside not only means a farewell to poverty but also upward mobility. However, most 

of the residents do not aspire to move away, as even they realise that it is the only 

solution to their built environments because they do not want to lower their household 

budgets or life qualities. Staying defensively fixed in public housing is the best option 

for the poor.  

8.1. Behind Public Housing Estates: Narrative and the Class Politics of Value 

Value (also known as legitimation) and class exclusion are the main themes of this 

research. Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s cultural theory of class, it is clear that narrative 

in those situations in which the official activation of territorial stigma arises, is crucial, 

because it not only concerns cultural manipulations of the mind, but also social 

exclusions in practice. It is the battlefield of a class war over values between two 

mutually exclusive classes; a war in which the ‘dominant class’, with its exclusive 

access to symbolic violence, produces narratives to legitimise their valued order of 

things and impose this on the ‘dominated class’ who lack the cultural resources to 

defend their own interests. Social inequalities are thus produced and reproduced when 

the dominated class, which has been devalued, remains in a status of misrecognition 

and naturalises their ascribed world views over time.  

Having reviewed similar social contexts in the works of Loïc Wacquant (2008, 

2014, 2016, 2018) and Tom Slater (2016, 2018) on stigma activation within post-

industrial (advanced capitalist) societies, I conceptualise the government and its 

knowledge supporters as being the ‘dominant class’, while the public housing residents 

and other urban denizens in housing need are the ‘dominated class’ within this class 

war in my case study of stigmatised public housing estates. The former infiltrates the 

latter’s valued world views via the production of an official narrative that seeks to 

devalue public housing estates and legitimises neoliberal housing practices directed 
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against the poor residents. The dominated residents, who have been negatively 

classified as valueless, thus become misrecognised and internalise the constructed 

social order of the official narrative. Lacking the cultural resources to buffer against the 

impacts of symbolic violence, the poor residents are reduced to a vulnerable group 

which is unseen, misunderstood and misrecognised. When the dominated estate 

residents are unseen, their situations of poverty are ignored and excluded from 

considerations of justice and fairness by the rest of society. 

Having framed my case study as an instance of class politics over values between 

the government and public housing residents, I reviewed the literature on the official 

activation of territorial stigma, which is a common practice in many advanced capitalist 

societies. I noted that when neoliberal governments promote budget cuts and austerity 

policies, they are used to activating stigma to divide their people into many groups and 

segregate some of them into specific deprived locations. In many cases, the so-called 

benevolent governments not only ignore the direct consequences of social inequalities 

from the reduction of welfare and even ‘workfares’, but they also blame the excluded 

victims of neoliberal policies to acquire support for such policies from the rest of society. 

To enrich conventional understandings on stigma activation and class exclusion, I 

included Oscar Lewis’s intellectual legacy on poverty culture to counterbalance the 

criticisms of structural determinism against Pierre Bourdieu’s works and to move away 

from the issues of stigma activation and towards the internal culture of poor 

neighbourhoods in the literature on territorial stigmatisation. I especially adopted 

Lewis’s interpretive lens to make sense of the working-class estate, culture and 

belonging from a working-class perceptive. I was inspired to describe the working-class 

life in an ethnographically realistic manner, in which I reject seeing the poor actors as 

being in ‘deficit’ or romanticising their ‘problematic’ situations. I inquired about the 

relationship arising between cultural manipulation and class formation and formulated 

my research questions within four areas, specifically the physical neighbourhood, 

cultural practices, housing aspirations and sense of social belonging within defamed 

public housing estates. I was interested to learn about the substantial meanings and local 

values of public housing estates which have been symbolically devalued and socially 

excluded. 
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8.2. Inside Public Housing Estates: Local Values and Class Culture  

To answer my research questions, I collected data from Immortal, one of the most 

defamed mega estate neighbourhoods in urban Hong Kong. As it is the place where my 

family has lived for generations, I was able to examine the deprived neighbourhood 

closely as a resident-researcher. I investigated local meanings of the physical 

neighbourhood, cultural practices, place belonging and housing aspirations in the actual 

settings of an estate neighbourhood. Despite the huge population in a tiny place, there 

are neighbourhood networks, known as lokaifong, which are formed among public 

housing residents who know each other as peers and friends because their families have 

lived within the same place for generations. To make systematic sense of the estate 

neighbourhood, I kept an ethnographic diary to record my encounters with and collected 

lived stories from my informants recruited via my lokaifong network in both formal 

and informal settings with their informed consent.  

I integrated multiple sources of information from both official publications and 

neighbourhood investigations and provided an overview of the historical 

transformation of Immortal as affected by territorial stigma and class exclusion. I 

pointed out that the process of de-industrialisation (factory job cuts and manufacturing 

industry relocations) in the 1980s was the principal cause of intergenerational 

impoverishment in the originally industrialised Immortal estate. Almost all the residents 

who had direct or indirect working experience in manufacturing factories were forced 

to switch to precarious careers and low-income positions in the service sector because 

of their non-transferable skills and limited qualifications. When the territory was 

transforming economically from an industrial colony to a service and finance centre, 

the new housing policy, known as the Long-Term Housing Strategies was officially 

announced in 1987. It has subsequently resulted in the regeneration of old public 

housing estates which were likely to collapse over time and the privatisation of public 

housing units and facilities over the coming decades. Although Immortal has been built 

with urban planning and equipped with modern facilities after the regeneration, housing 

resources and shopping centres were taken by the market. Since the beginning of 

residential and commercial privatisation some three decades ago, all shopping 

complexes together with car parks and commercial spaces via LINK and more than 
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26,000 public housing units (via HOS and TPS) within the neighbourhood have been 

privatised, where only about 57,000 public rental units are left. 

Given the situation of increasing economic polarisation and housing privatisation, 

I introduced Immortal as being a marginal and under-resourced neighbourhood. 

Belonging administratively to the Immortal Council District, Immortal is one of the 

most disadvantaged neighbourhoods with levels of education, income, living space, 

medical care and public hygiene among the lowest of the 18 council districts for the 

entire territory. I argued that the deadlocked situation of intergenerational poverty in 

Immortal has not received any social sympathy or institutional recognition because the 

estate has been negatively portrayed as a valueless location. Having outlined the 

physical neighbourhood, I scrutinised the lifestyles of the poor residents who have been 

criticised by the rest of society. I challenged some recent hate speeches against the 

prevailing poverty culture on public housing estates which resonate with ‘bad’ essences 

of ‘endless material desires’ and ‘limited working incentives’ and are represented in 

terms of ‘negative’ images of ‘hedonism’, ‘consumerism’, ‘unmotivated-ness’ and 

‘short-sightedness’. As indicated in the collated lived stories, the impoverished estate 

residents display a strong will to work for income and are reluctant to receive benefits 

other than in the form of their public housing units. The residents appear to be ‘hedonist’ 

and ‘consumerist’ (according to some middle-class commentators) because searching 

for individual satisfaction and having some possessions are considered valuable and 

workable ways to counterbalance the complex, yet unchangeable experience of low-

income positions, dead-end careers, dehumanised routines, heavy work schedules and 

the unrespectable status of estate residency. The residents appear to be ‘unmotivated’ 

and ‘short-sighted’ because living with decent quality and planning for the future is 

neither practical nor feasible with such limited opportunities and inadequate 

possessions. Like those of the poor working-classes in Harrington (1962) and Seligman 

(1968), the everyday lifestyles of Immortal residents have, unfortunately, been 

mystified and demonised. The poor working-class residents are blamed rather than 

sympathised with by the rest of society because their meanings and the settings behind 

their practices are not considered. The culture of poverty has never been taken seriously 

nor understood practically with reference to the meaningful worlds on the public 

housing estate.  
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Regardless of the harsh conditions in terms of economic materials and the 

unrecognised situation of social memberships, the poor residents have failed to discard 

the neoliberal ideas imposed on them, but have instead internalised the given social 

order to evaluate their social worth. The residents are not keen on complaining about 

their unfavourable situations because they are in a status of un/misrecognition and do 

not believe they are in the right position to make any claims. The impoverished estate 

residents in Immortal understand their value in a sophisticated way, as indicated in the 

two coexisting value systems of ’zannghei’ and ‘gwaihei’, which the residents use to 

evaluate their social worth on the estate. ‘Zannghei’ refers to competing for social 

recognition through rejecting the dominant assumptions about the estate’s poor, 

whereas ‘Gwaihei’ refers to staying tough and durable without asking help even when 

you are looked down on. As Andrew Sayer (2005) and Michèle Lamont (2000) have 

pointed out, the value systems of the dominant and the dominated classes are developed 

upon two distinctive normative grounds, in that the poor residents value merits and 

goods achieved through effort and hardship, rather than inherited through birth and 

class.  

As with Oscar Lewis’s descriptions of poverty culture, the poor estate residents 

are ‘aware of middle-class values’ but they ‘do not live by them’ (Lewis, 1961:26-27). 

The residents know the social value of ’zannghei’ but do not live by it due to their 

limited resources and opportunities. To appear respectable and become worthy 

members, at least within the context of their local communities, they uphold their local 

value of ’gwaihei’ and push themselves beyond the edge of wellbeing. The residents 

prefer to live in harsh and helpless conditions on the inside rather than to make claims 

to or ask for support from the outside. Similar to the situations of working-class 

populations in Skeggs (1997), Reay (1998), Tyler (2013), Lawler (2000) and McKenzie 

(2015), the poor residents have individualised the pain and sorrow generated from the 

structural constraints of poverty and exclusion. The residents stubbornly follow their 

locally valued practices in line with ’gwaihei’, which are, in effect, pointless and 

unnecessary because whatever sacrifice they make, it will not be endorsed by the rest 

of society which regards them as a valueless category because of where they live and 

how they are portrayed.  
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In addition to values and lifestyle, the housing aspirations of the poor residents 

also informs the internalisation of the given social order. The impoverished estate 

residents consider residential location to be the key indicator of social class. They 

believe that where you physically live is how you are socially regarded. Similar to the 

devalued neighbourhoods in works of August (2014), Kallin and Slater (2014), 

Kirkness (2014), Sakizlioglu and Uitermark (2014), Schultz Larsen (2014), and 

Wacquant (2008, 2014, 2016, 2018), Immortal has experienced a great deal of territorial 

marginalisation because of the social devaluation of poor populations. Instead of 

physical dissolution, the estate neighbourhood is marginalised in forms of institutional 

neglect and residential deprecation. Due to the lack of living space inherent in the estate 

design, the poor residents felt trapped physically in the estate. Despite the negative 

feelings, they prefer to be trapped physically because it means they are allowed to 

socially distance themselves from the prejudice and discrimination they find outside. 

As many of them exist in a state of misrecognition, they do not feel they are in the right 

position to make claims for more living space or better housing options, and they realise 

that the only way to access quality housing is to move away from what and where they 

are given. As if there were an intangible chain linking the people to their place, some 

of the residents with better resources can afford to rent apartments outside, yet they 

prefer to stay as close as possible to their original neighbourhood to access the social 

support of their neighbours, friends and families. However, most of the poor residents 

without resources aspire to be fixed within the estate neighbourhood, because staying 

fixed for them is the most workable and advantageous option when none of them prefer 

to risk entering the largely unaffordable housing market. 

Given their fixation destinies, the poor residents believe that individual habitual 

adaptions to fit their collective residential constraints are the best solution when many 

residents fail to escape from their residential plights. They realise that moving away 

from the public housing estate is not a matter of individual choice, but rather of social 

opportunity. They realise that leaving public housing is only workable if one is allowed 

to access critical sources of social opportunities though ‘working harder with better 

luck’, ‘having supportive parents’ (jau fu gon) or ‘marrying a rich spouse’ (gaa bei jau 

cin jan). Given the symbolic meanings and socio-economic implications behind the 

residential status of staying behind (as public housing tenants) in this light, moving 

away from the public housing estate is not only interpreted as escaping from the fixation 
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destiny, but also of gaining access to wealth and upward social mobility. Sam Friedman 

(2012) coined the term ‘culturally homeless’ to characterise the unrecognised status and 

split mentality of the socially mobile as derived from their experiences of upward social 

mobility. The poor residents, however, do not share hard feelings or a spilt mentality 

because they are ‘physically at home’ on the estate neighbourhood. In contrast, those 

who have left the ‘physical home’ with only low and unstable economic capital (or 

sources of funding) and who have failed to secure housing tenure become ‘culturally 

homelessness’. As economic capital is inaccessible in their social space, the poor 

residents on the public housing estate rely heavily on transforming acquired cultural 

capital into economic capital when they leave their original social positions and move 

to another. Social reproduction results when individual social actors suffer from 

residential immobility with a lack of transformed economic capital.   

8.3. From Public Housing Estates: Local Inclusion and Class Belonging 

The address effects are readily apparent in the different dimensions of everyday 

life in Immortal. Official propaganda that has been specifically designed to devalue 

public housing estates and their poor residents is visible on every corner of the 

neighbourhood. The intensity and diversity of the propaganda, in both visual and 

audible forms, means that the poor residents am clearly aware of how they have been 

negatively labelled as ‘housing scroungers’ who are wealthy enough to leave the public 

estate but stay for housing benefits out of greed. Many of the poor residents I talked to 

openly expressed their discontent at this propaganda, yet felt helpless to alter the biased 

views imposed on them and their estate by the rest of society. How the residents 

responded to this propaganda was to ignore it in their everyday lives. However, the 

experience of being devalued and discriminated against was repeatedly raised, even if 

they effectively chose to ignore it. Whenever the residents renew their tenancy contracts, 

they are required to prove how ‘bad’ their situation is and how ‘poor’ they really are 

while having to suffer the unfriendly estate staff who look down on them because of 

their household situation and lowly economic status. In this regard, the poor estate 

residents have learned to hide their estate address to avoid being negatively viewed and 

unfairly treated when they travel and work with people from the outside. This 

concealment strategy is, however, not always workable or effective, because revealing 

one’s home address is sometimes unavoidable at work and in close interactions with 
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families on the outside. In many cases, the poor residents know people from the outside 

but avoid making friends with them due to territorial prejudices. Furthermore, the 

residents are often uninterested in forming relationships with those from outside the 

estate because of their disadvantaged status of poverty and defamed address. Social 

exclusion results when the active social network of the poor residents is delimited to 

those who live within the physical boundaries of Immortal.  

As indicated within the miserable stories documented, I find that the cumulative 

effects of territorial stigmatisation on local communities are not confined to territorial 

exclusion, but also social ‘murder’. Some of the estate residents who lived on benefits 

and with public housing provisions concurrently because of their extreme situations and 

unfortunate destinies in their walks of life were looked down upon socially and 

boycotted locally because they are thought of as not holding the status of ‘zannghei’ or 

'gwaihei’. Having failed to be seen as respectable beings either socially or locally, a few 

of them were pushed from wider social exclusion to extreme isolation. Being in such a 

state of isolation, social tragedies may arise without earning local support or 

understanding. It was evident that some residents became mentally ill because they 

were wrongly accused and sent to jail, while others died painfully because they had not 

been cared for by all members of society.    

Aware of the address effects in spatial, institutional and social terms, the estate 

residents particularly noted the importance of being in and belonging to Immortal. The 

stronger the sense of fear and exclusion the residents experience outside, the stronger 

their emotional attachment and sense of place belonging. Although many of the 

residents noted the negative meanings and associations of the terms of ‘estate’ and 

‘Immortal’, they, however, were used to understanding themselves with reference to 

their negative social label. The phrases ‘being Immortal’, ‘being estate’ or, more 

commonly, ‘when we’re those living on the estate’ usually appear in everyday language 

when residents qualify and signify themselves and their families. ‘Estate Native’, 

‘Immortal Native’ and ‘Immortan’ are other expressions used to introduce the residents 

and their peers. In many leisure and celebration gatherings, young residents have even 

adopted such terms as ‘estate boy/girl’ or, most recently, ‘damn poor dick/pussy’ to 

make fun of themselves and their neighbours in Immortal.  
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As indicated in the everyday use of the terms of ‘estate’ and ‘Immortal’, being 

from and belonging to Immortal means that many residents have suffered from fear and 

exclusion for generations. Although the devalued neighbourhood is badly designed, 

administratively under-resourced, and has a lack of symbolic value to the rest of society, 

it is nonetheless of great utility value to the excluded residents. The physical estate 

offers a liveable space that reduces their risk of displacement or homelessness in the 

fluctuating housing market, as well as an inclusive community that is locally functional 

to buffer the stress and tensions from external social prejudices. However, the highest 

values of the estate neighbourhood are the shared senses of inclusion and security for 

otherwise excluded residents, people who are displaced residentially or looked down 

upon socially by the wider community.  

Regardless of the names, terms or themes engaged with or mobilised, Immortal 

residents appear to be particularly defensive when they claim to possess their 

neighbourhood. Given the experience of changing public housing policy and social 

exclusion, they foresee that they risk being displaced in the future, yet they elect to stay 

in the neighbourhood and enjoy their functions defensively. Many related their intention 

to stay in Immortal for life, ‘if the government does not kick me out’ (see Brother Fei) 

or ‘if I’ not kicked out’ (see Sister Monica). Therefore, the fear and anxiety arising from 

the threats of being pushed out from the reliable estate neighbourhood and of losing 

their established local networks from which they can access support and resources are 

a common theme for the poor residents with no money in their pockets and no friends 

outside.  

8.4. To Public Housing Estates: Revitalisation and Destigmatisation 

Since the neoliberalisation era of public housing polices began in the late eighties 

during the previous century, the social nightmare of social injustice in terms of 

territorial inequality, economic polarisation, and social division has been triggered 

within the affluent but otherwise uncaring city of Hong Kong. Although official claims 

appear unchanged, both Colonial and Post-Colonial Governments have repositioned 

their roles from that of housing providers to market facilitators through a series of 

marketisation and privatisation measures which have been achieved through devaluing 

public housing estates over time. In this regard, the policy-makers of public housing 
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have shifted from satiating the housing needs of the public to pacifying the market’s 

need for profits.  

The Housing Authority has effectively been excluded from the annual budget of 

public expenditure and made essentially self-financing with only limited access to 

funding. The old mode of public housing provision that focused on satiating housing 

needs in the long run has been replaced by a new modality that emphasises pacifying 

market expansion in the short-term. Instead of acquiring funding from the government, 

the Housing Authority is driven to secure its funding at the expense of the people via 

limiting the scale of public housing provision and accelerating the pace of its 

privatisation. Public housing resources that include housing units (such as TPS since 

1998 and HOS until 1978), commercial premises and public facilities (such as LINK in 

2005) have since been sold to the market. Regardless of the increasing housing needs, 

as indicated by the approximately doubled numbers of public housing applications from 

145,000 to 276,000, the actual number of public housing residents dropped 10% 

between 1997 and 2017 (Census and Statistics Department, Various Years; Housing 

Authority, Various Years).  

Public housing estates and their residents have been officially made the scapegoats 

for housing austerity. Accordingly, both Colonial and Post-Colonial Governments have 

drawn on the official narrative of public housing that redefines public housing provision 

from a civic entitlement to charity under with the auspices of a ‘benevolent government’. 

Drawing on the language of the ‘rational use of public housing resources’, the official 

narrative has since been expanded to cultivate the thesis of ‘wealth-off tenants’, further 

stereotyping public housing estates and public working-class tenants through the 

lexicon of ‘excessive subsidies’ and ‘housing abusers’. Along with the rise of such 

negative images and defamations in respect of public housing, successive governments 

have explained their failure to offer more affordable housing in terms of limited annual 

budgets and abundant policy abusers. They thus hide their real agenda of using public 

housing resources to facilitate the expansion of the private property sector. A series of 

humiliating and discriminative measures executed via estate management to screen and 

rule out unwelcome and ‘anti-social’ tenants, including ‘well-off households’, have 

therefore resulted, causing widespread suffering in the form of social exclusion, 

economic discrimination and housing inequality. It is shameful that both Colonial and 
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Post-Colonial Governments have implicitly accumulated remarkable amounts of actual 

expenditure and public revenues over the past two decades and yet they explicitly 

sought to downsize their roles in supporting the housing needs via limiting the scale of 

housing provision. The actual expenditure and the reserve balance have reached 

historical highs of 494,816 million dollars and 953,960 million dollars, respectively, yet 

the public budget for the public housing sector approved by the neoliberal government 

and its policy-makers was a mere 28,875 million dollars in 2016 (HKSAR, 2017b).  

In his book, A Theory of Justice, the prominent liberal philosopher John Rawls 

(1999:53) suggested that the liberty principle and the equality principle were essential 

to attain a just and fair society. The liberty principle refers to ‘an equal right to the most 

extensive scheme of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar scheme of liberties 

for others’, of which universal human, political, social and housing rights in society are 

examples. The equality principle refers to those material redistributions that are 

arranged to meet the twin goals of being ‘reasonably expected to be to everyone’s 

advantage’ and ‘attached to positions and offices open to all’, of which official 

incentives for tax and social provisions to narrow economic inequalities among citizens 

are examples. Taking these liberal concepts of justice into account, I find that the 

neoliberal public housing policy and the gradual withdrawal of public housing 

provision since the 1990s to be entirely unjust and unfair. Regarding the experience of 

Immortal, the poor residents who have worked hard for their families, neighbourhoods 

and communities are not recognised as ordinary citizens but instead are considered 

valueless. Therefore, they have not been entitled to ‘the most extensive scheme’ of 

housing rights which is ‘compatible with a similar scheme of liberties for others’. They 

have not been included within equivalent levels of housing entitlement and stability as 

the rest of the society, who own private houses, and suffer groundlessly from the fear 

of displacement and intrusive means tests and interviews. The neoliberal government, 

by withdrawing public housing provision and pushing the estate residents towards the 

private market, is shameful and guilty, as it does not promote justice for the relatively 

weak but rather institutionalises unjust housing practices through stigma activation as 

if they were natural and unproblematic.  

To attain better justice for the weak, revitalising public housing estates is the 

simplest and most direct way to protect citizens from being displaced onto the streets 
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and exploited within the housing markets. However, revitalising public housing should 

not simply be confined to rolling back the neoliberal housing policy because it has 

mistakenly assumed that previous policies were unproblematic and unchallengeable, 

wherein a lack of spacious environments and housing options had made public housing 

residents suffer although they did not think they were in a rightful position to complain 

and ask for no more than was reasonable. Instead, revitalising public housing means 

considering social justice as a whole within the process of policymaking, ensuring a 

humanly sustainable, publicly accessible and socially equitable mode and scale of 

public housing development. According to the Annual Report 2015/2016 of the 

Housing Authority, the vision of the department is ‘to help low-income families with 

housing needs gain access to affordable housing’, while its missions are ‘to provide 

affordable quality housing, management, maintenance and other housing related 

services to meet the needs of our customers in a proactive and caring manner’; ‘to 

ensure [the] cost-effective and rational use of public resources in [terms of] service 

delivery and allocation of housing assistance in an open and equitable manner’ and ‘to 

maintain a competent, dedicated and performance-oriented team’. Based on the 

aforementioned criteria, the vision of the Housing Authority has been visibly narrow 

and socially irresponsible, while its missions are superficial in the absence of setting 

substantial goals, objective standards and long-term developmental plans to house the 

needy. In a word, the Housing Authority has simply failed to defend housing rights or 

to promote social equality through public housing provisions. It has confused the 

concepts of ‘publicly-funded housing’ with ‘public housing’ because it runs itself as a 

business corporation rather than as a socially accountable department. Hence, it is more 

concerned with making ends meet than with making housing publicly accessible. When 

it claims that being ‘caring, customer-focused, creative, committed’ are its core values, 

it seems to have forgotten that the practical implementations of these core values are 

highly conditional under its self-financed funding structure and ‘profit-before-people’ 

principles.  

Which approach and what policy are the most helpful in attaining a fairer and more 

inclusive society is arguable and needs to be discussed, but the building of a just society 

cannot rely solely on material redistribution via policy-makers, as indicated in the 

experience of Immortal, because the government from the colonial past to the post-

colonial present usually ignores the relatively weak and dominated classes or else is 
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obsessed with misrecognising them in order to meet its own class interests of power, 

pride and, above all, profit. Social justice, as Nancy Fraser (2003) argues, could be 

attained, but only if the issues of the redistribution of material wealth and recognition 

of social value are considered simultaneously. In other words, without rebuilding the 

mental constructs of people and reorganising the symbolic orders of things, social 

justice is unsustainable, although some material sufferings may be temporally alleviated. 

My research drew on Pierre Bourdieu’s framework and emphasised the inseparable link 

between material place (location and housing) and recognised culture (value and 

respect), both of which are valid and critical for seeking greater justice for the relatively 

weak and dominated class. Therefore, it has been of special value here, not merely 

because it has problematised the material distribution of public housing policy, but also 

because it addresses the cultural recognition of public housing estates. Social justice 

intends to rebuild cultural images of public housing estates as well as their residents to 

facilitate the material revitalisation of public housing provision. 

Therefore, producing an alternative narrative of public housing estates from below 

is essential and invaluable in both the academic and social sense. In terms of academic 

advancement, my research advances conventional understandings of stigmatisation in 

two ways. First, it widens the research scope of stigmatisation by integrating the two 

formerly scattered research areas of stigma activation and class formation and moves 

away from issues of stigma activation and towards notions of internal culture. Second, 

it offers not only original data on defamed public housing estates in Hong Kong, but 

also serves as a successful reference for destigmatisation by using the analytical tools 

of cultural class analysis within advanced capitalist societies in the context of the global 

south. My research is not only a pioneering work on the issues of stigma activation and 

class exclusion in neoliberal Hong Kong, but also one of the very few applications of 

cultural class analysis that leans heavily on Pierre Bourdieu’s cultural theory of class to 

understand contemporary class dynamics in urban Asia.  

In addition to theoretical advances, this research pleads for greater justice for the 

stigmatised and misrecognised victims of neoliberal policies in contemporary Hong 

Kong. This study thus functions as a sociological intervention to narrow the 

‘recognition gaps’ which are, as Michèle Lamont (2018) describes, issues of growing 

inequality in neoliberal times. This thesis destigmatises the residents via alternative 
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vignettes and adds value and positive associations to the locations and residents of 

public housing estates in neoliberal Hong Kong. This thesis hopes to foster a fairer and 

better society through providing ‘protective nets’ in the class war over values and the 

minimisation of the ‘symbolically injured’ within the dominated class. Based on my 

alternative narrative, this research highlights the experiences of the defamed place that 

I live in (and love) and hopes to bring some fundamental changes to all devalued 

neighbourhoods of public housing estates in contemporary Hong Kong and in similar 

situations across urban Asia. 
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Appendix I: 

Cast of Characters  

Auntie Chow, born in 1957, TPS owner, barely literate, housewife, married, suffering 

from kidney disease, living with his husband and two sons.  

Auntie Chu, born in the 1950s, TPS owner, barely literate, benefit recipient, divorced, 

living with her two daughters. 

Auntie Lin, born in the 1962, public housing tenant, barely literate, benefit recipient, 

divorced, living with her two sons, died of cancer in the first half of the 2010s.  

Auntie Mui, born in 1945, public housing tenant, barely literate, benefit recipient, 

married, living with her husband and son. 

Auntie Shan, born in 1955, public housing tenant, barely literate, housewife, married, 

living with her husband, their son and daughter, and her husband’s mother and 

younger sister. 

Auntie Yung, born in the 1957, TPS owner, barely literate, housewife, living with his 

husband, son, sons’ wife, and domestic maid from overseas. 

Bother Nicholas, born in 1989, public housing tenant, higher diploma holder, assistant 

engineer, married, being separated from his wife in the Mainland China, living 

with his parents, his older brother and older brother’s wife. 

Bother Windy, born in 1983, private housing owner, degree holder, chartered building 

surveyor, leaving his parents and one younger sister (TPS owner) and relocating 

outside after engagements with his fiancée in 2016. 

Brother Dominic, born in 1991, public housing tenant, higher diplomatic holder, 

assistant engineer, single, living with his parents and younger sister. 

Brother Fei, born in 1983, public housing tenant, diploma holder, vet nurse, single, 

living with his parents and his dog. 
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Brother Ken, born in 1984, private housing tenant, degree holder, translator, in a 

relationship, leaving his parents and his older brother and his older brother’s wife 

(public housing tenants) and moving out with his girlfriend in 2014. 

Brother Mark, born in 1984, private housing owner, diploma holder, mobile product 

promoter, married, leaving his parents (HOS owner) and relocating elsewhere after 

marriage in 2014. 

Brother Tom, born in 1984, TPS owner, degree holder, chartered auditor, single, living 

with his parents, one older brother and two younger brothers. 

George, born in the 1980s, private housing owner, higher diploma holder, public 

housing estate manager, in a relationship, living with his parents and younger sister 

outside. 

Gigi, born in the 1980s, private housing owner, master degree holder, registered social 

worker in Social Welfare Department, in a relationship, living with her parents and 

younger sister outside. 

Sister Eva, born in 1992, HOS resident, degree holder, reporter, in a relationship, living 

with her elder sister and divorced mother.  

Sister Karen, born in 1982, public housing tenant, master degree holder, registered 

social worker, single, living with her parents and two younger brother. 

Sister Kate, born in 1986, public housing tenant, degree holder, public relation, single, 

living with her grandmother, parents, auntie and younger brother. 

Sister Melody, born in 1984, private housing tenant, primary school teacher, married 

with an infant daughter, leaving her parents and younger brother (TPS owner) and 

relocating outside with his husband after marriage in 2014. 

Sister Monica, born in 1981, public housing tenant, degree holder, secondary school 

teacher, single, living with her parents and younger sister.  
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Uncle Ben, born in 1950, public housing tenant, barely literate, retired technician, 

married, living with his wife and son. 

Uncle Chow, born in 1957, TPS owner, barely literate, construction worker, physically 

less abled, married, living with his wife and two sons. 
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Appendix II: 

Abbreviations and Notes on Measurements 

Abbreviations 

 

AELABM Anti-Extradition Law Amendment Bill Movements 

CE 

CHM 

Chief Executive 

Community Housing Movement 

CMT Comprehensive Means Test 

CoP  Commission on Poverty 

CRP Comprehensive Redevelopment Programme 

CSSA Comprehensive Social Security Assistance 

DPT Domestic Property Test 

HA Hong Kong Housing Authority 

HKCSS The Hong Kong Council of Social Service  

HKSAR Hong Kong Special Administrative Region 

HOS Home Ownership Scheme 

HSP Housing Subsidy Policy 

KPMG Klynveld Peat Marwick Goerdeler 

LSITS Living Space Improvement Transfer Scheme 
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LTHS1987 Long Term Housing Strategy in 1987 

PRC People’s Republic of China 

MTR Mass Transit Railway 

PRH Public Rental Housing 

SHC Subsidised Housing Committee 

SHS Subsidized Homeownership Scheme 

SRA Policy on Safeguarding Rational Allocation of Public Housing 

Recourses 

TELA Television and Entertainment Licensing Authority 

TWOR Territory-wide Overcrowding Relief Exercise 

UN United Nations 

Notes on measurements 

1 British Pound  11.1 Hong Kong Dollars (during 2016) 

1 kilometre 0.62 mile 

1 metre square  10.76 feet square. 
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Appendix III: 

Glossaries 

All transliteration of Chinese terms is produced by the phonetic system of 

Cantonese except for those that have conventionally Romanised through the phonetic 

system of English. All transliteration by Cantonese phonetic system is specified by 

italic fonts while all transliteration of those that have been conventionally known by 

the phonetic system of English are specified with ‘PSE’. However, all transliteration in 

forms of pseudonyms is neither shown in italic font, nor added with further 

specification. They are summarized into the following lists: 

Local geographic terms 

Hong Kong Island  (PSE)  香港島 

Immortal 金望子 

Immortal King Temple 金望子廟  

Kowloon  (PSE)  九龍 

New Kowloon  (PSE)  新九龍 

Shek Kip Mei  (PSE)  石硤尾 

Local characters 

 

Auntie Chow  周姨 

Auntie Chu 朱姨 
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Auntie Lin  蓮姨 

Auntie Mui 梅姨 

Auntie Shan 珊姨 

Auntie Yung 容姨 

Bother Nicholas 力哥 

Bother Windy 風哥 

Brother Dominic 明哥 

Brother Fei 菲哥 

Brother Ho (PSE) 豪哥 

Brother Ken 強哥 

Brother Mark 馬哥 

Brother Tom 騰哥 

George 佐治 

Gigi 芝芝 

Sister Eva 賢姐 
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Sister Karen 卡姐 

Sister Kate 琪姐 

Sister Melody 敏姐 

Sister Monica  夢姐 

Uncle Ben 斌叔 

Uncle Chow 周叔 

Local expressions/ idioms 

bei gaa jung 比家用 

bei jan tai sei mou dak ceot seng 比人睇死無得出聲 

cau gai 臭雞 

cha chaan teng 茶餐廳 

dau fu jeon gam sai 豆腐潤咁細 

diu nei lou mou 屌你老母 

gaa bei jau cin jan 嫁比有錢人 
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gaa jung 家用 

gwai giu nei kung aa ding ngaang soeng 鬼叫你窮呀頂硬上 

gwathei 骨氣 

hak se wui 黑社會 

hou neoi bat leon gaa zong ji 好女不論嫁妝衣 

hou zai bat leon je tin dei 好仔不論爺田地 

jat zou dou zek gau gam 日日做到隻狗咁 

jau cin bat si maan nang daan mou cin 

zau maan bat nang 

有錢不是萬能但無錢就萬萬不能 

jau fu gon 有父幹 

jau tau faat bin gwo soeng zou laat lei 有頭髮邊過想做癩痢 

jing hung mok man ceot cyu 英雄莫問出處 

jyun can bat jyu gan leon  遠親不如近鄰 

Ka-ho (PSE) 家豪 

kaifong (PSE) 街坊 
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kung ng gan jiu kung jiu kung dak jau 

gwathei 

窮唔緊要窮要窮得有骨氣 

lau 樓 

lo (PSE)  老 

lokaifong (PSE) 老街坊 

mahjong (PSE) 麻雀 

mat dou mou zi dak bou din si tung sei 

dou coeng 

乜都無只得部電視同四道牆 

naai naai san pou bat nang zyu maai jat 

cai 

奶奶新抱不能住埋一齊 

sat 室 

sau gung 收工 

sau ting hau ting  手停口停 

sei fu gaai 死仆街 

sei gaat zaat 死曱甴 

sei hak ging 死黑警 
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sik jyun faan 食軟飯 

siu si loeng hing dai daai si loeng fong 

jan 

小時兩兄弟大時兩房人 

tang ling gwa gwa ling tang 藤掕瓜瓜掕藤 

zaanghei 爭氣 

zeoi seoi zi gei ng zaanghei 最衰自己唔爭氣 
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