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Executive Summary

Project Title: Meso-institution as Agent of Social Mobilization and Consensus Building:

The Case of Tongxianghui

Abstract

Since the handover of sovereignty in 1997, the number of TXH has drastically increased,
particularly after the large-scale social movement events since. TXH have become an important
social organizational network. Meso-institutions like TXH could help to solve social conflicts
by functionally linking people and government, so can be extremely effective in forging
cohesion. Then, in what ways could such a traditional organization function in this social
intermediation role in modern society? And how could TXH contribute to governance actions
undertaken by the government, and society in general? This research aims to examine how TXH
create social capital and a reciprocal relationship with government for their members, and how

this creation influences the intermediating function of TXH.

Within a framework combining resource mobilization theory and micro mobilization, this
study explores how TXH serve as platforms for facilitating reciprocal interaction and creating
social capital between members. The analysis is multi-scaler, the macro-level organization of
recreational activities, and the micro-scale of helping members to build social networks and a
reciprocal relationship among themselves. This contributes to understanding the capacity of
TXH to forge social cohesion. Based on a general telephone survey and in-depth interviews
with TXH members, the study examines how TXH could function as effective intermediaries
between government and society, and provides policy makers a series of policy

recommendations for solving social conflicts and forging social cohesion.
This project has a number of important policy implications.

e Create social capital: TXH serve as platforms for facilitating reciprocal relationship

between members, this helps forging social cohesion;
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Reasons of participation in TXH are diverse: The reasons are interwoven with
personal and public interests, amongst those building up township bond and adding

value to oneself are two most important reasons;

Dual identity of members: This involves a sense of belonging to TXH as township

organizations and their support to the government to maintain social stability;

TXH members and the general society are not dichotomous: The two parties share

similar opinions on the contribution of TXH to the society and the social intermediation role

of TXH.
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Layman Summary on Policy Implications and Recommendations

Introduction

The number of TXH has drastically increased since the handover of Hong Kong’s
sovereignty. TXH have actively engaged in utilizing huge resources to mobilize members
for collective action and fulfilled an important social organizational network role.
However, the political stance of TXH is very similar to the Hong Kong government’s, and

different from that of general society. This leads to criticism that TXH “blindly support

the government, making the image of TXH very negative.

The ways that TXH have mobilized their members arouse public concern. Most concern
remains stark, such as the public rejection of TXH clientelism, where members get favours
from TXH for supporting the government, which provides little help in promoting social
cohesion. Nowadays, the government is facing social division problems. As TXH have
become an important social organizational network, it is necessary to explore if they can
expand the social base of organization and function as a communication intermediary
between government and wider society.

Meso-institutions can serve as platforms for facilitating interaction between people,
organizing different interests, creating reciprocal relationships, fostering mutual trust, and
providing a basis for social-bonds. As township organizations, what social capital do TXH
create for the members, and how does this bond members? What can be used by the

government in forging social cohesion in the wider society?

Research Objective and Methodology

This study aims to shed light on solutions to social division and offer policy
recommendations for the government about TXH functioning as effective intermediaries

to resolve social conflicts and re-strengthen social cohesion.
Quantitative and qualitative approaches were employed:

e Telephone survey: This consisted of a set of structured questions for those aged 18

and above. 752 respondents were successfully interviewed in July 2019.

e In-depth interviews: The interviewees were divided into two groups: Hakka TXH
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members and non-members. Forty interviews with the former and 10 with the latter

were conducted from March to July 2019.

e A series of questions were posed to the interviewees: The sense of belonging to the
ancestral place in mainland China, the reason and degree of participation in TXH

activities, and opinions to the relationship between TXH and wider society.

The study was placed within resource mobilization and micro mobilization frameworks,
that emphasized both the organizational (TXH) and individual (members’ network) level
of mobilization. The focus was on the interplay between beliefs, interests, social
relationships, and how effective this was in strengthening bonds amongst TXH members

and mobilizing them for collective action.

Research Results

Participation with TXH Activities

A majority of TXH non-members interviewed and surveyed could identify the location of
their ancestral place, but their sense of belonging and frequency to visit that place were
low. Those born in Hong Kong or localist group had a weaker sense of belonging to the
ancestral place compared to those born in mainland China or the pro-establishment group,
while visit frequency and interest to understand ancestral place of the former was also
lower than the latter. It must be noted that those who migrated to Hong Kong under the

age of 10 shared a similar stance to those born in Hong Kong.

The correlation between the sense of belonging to the ancestral place and interest in
understanding that place, of non-TXH members, was not strong. In contrast, place of birth
and political preference showed a strong correlation to the sense of belonging and interest

in ancestral place.

A majority of both TXH non-members interviewed and surveyed had never participated in
TXH activities, while the small majority who had participated mainly participated in
recreational activities. Some interviewees from the former who had participated in TXH
activities were interested in becoming a member, but 90% of respondents from the latter

expressed no interest.
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A majority of interviewees from the TXH members group joined their TXH to build the
relationship with their ethnic group and improve the infrastructure in their ancestral place.
While some followed suggestions from parents, a small number pursued personal benefits;
such as developing social networks, developing organizational skills, and supporting the

government through joining collective action called by the TXH.

A majority of interviewees joined their TXH after the handover in 1997. Most were

members of four different TXH.

The Construction of Collective Identity

Almost all interviewees from the TXH members group had participated in recreational
activities held by a TXH in the previous year, and most had participated in two such
activities.

A majority had frequent contact with other members on personal issues, such as tea
gatherings, travelling, and playing mahjong, which involved a few to dozens of people.
Most joined one to five social media groups, which were typically connected to a few
hundred people.

A majority had never asked for help from other members, though a small number had
received help. This chiefly focused on emotional support such as complaints about daily
life or work stress. Some sought more practical aid, such as giving assistance to navigate
bureaucratic issues, assisting with funeral arrangements, and taking care of dependent
family members.

More interviewees received help requests than received help from members. This mainly
comprised of emotional support requests, help to expand social networks, and providing

background understanding to a complex job issue.

The Sense of Collective Identity

A majority of respondents from the telephone survey had a negative perception of TXH.
Almost all interviewees from the TXH members group believed TXH continue as ethnic
grouping which created mutual help networks for members. A very small number believed

TXH had become political organizations. But when asked the perception of TXH among
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the general public, a majority had an accurate guess that TXH were perceived as
politicalized, old-fashioned, and engaging in clientele exchange between government and
their members; matching the perception of interviewees from the non-members group.

A majority of interviewees from the TXH members group had a deep collective identity
with TXH, of these most were aged 40 or above, and the main reason was they felt bonding
within their TXH. In contrast, a majority of young interviewees (aged 39 or below)
displayed a shallow collective identity, reasons for this were that they believed TXH
ignored their voice, or the TXH were merely a fraternity organization that did not provide
social services for the general society.

A majority had donated money to TXH in the previous year, usually less than HK $100,000.
A majority claimed they would disclose their own TXH membership to non-members. The
small number who would not disclose their membership were mainly younger
interviewees, the reason being to avoid arguments with others in the context of TXH being

political.

Collective Identity in Collective Action

In the past five years, a majority of the interviewees from the TXH members group had
participated in two actions. Of these, helping in elections was the most common action.
Only a small number had participated in political gatherings or rallies.

The main reason for participation was to support government policies, the interviewees
believed this could bring out positive outcomes that supports social stability; but almost
all said they would not participate in the actions if their TXH did not mobilize them. A
small number participated in the actions due to the mobilization of other members, peer
pressure within the TXH, and the interest to understanding of government policies better.
The main reason for non-participation was a disagreement with the high profile
involvement of TXH in these actions. Most people who held this belief were interviewees
aged 40 or above and had joined TXH before the handover.

A majority claimed they would vote in the elections according to TXH recommendations
to support pro-establishment candidates, with the aim of facilitating government policies
and maintaining social stability. Nonetheless they emphasized that the endorsement by a

TXH was not a definite reason to choose a candidate, rather the past performance of the
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candidate was the most important.

A certain number of interviewees who had participated in TXH actions did not mobilize
members themselves, the reason being the actions were too politicized. While most of
those involved in mobilization had only mobilized other TXH members, a few had
mobilized relatives or neighbours.

A majority claimed they knew of TXH “paying people” to participate in the actions. Some
said this was hearsay, while others claimed to have personally seen an exchange. A small

number said payments were travel subsides for volunteers.

The Relationship Between TXH and General Society

The interviewees from the TXH members group varied in their view of social acceptance

of TXH: acceptance, half acceptance, and not accepting were almost equally represented.

The reason to accept TXH was they successfully recruited volunteers for collective actions.

To be not accepting was due to a low sense of belonging to ancestral place, and the more

general perception that TXH was negative. More young than elder interviewees believed

society did not accept TXH.

In regard to the intermediary role between the government and wider society, all

interviewees shared the similar idea that TXH cannot function as an intermediary.

e A majority of respondents from the telephone survey who held a negative response
about TXH as an intermediary were localists or those born in Hong Kong. While a
small number who held a positive answer were pro-establishment or were born in

mainland China.
e The interviewees from the TXH non-members group believed “political bias” and the

“false cohesion” of TXH on the basis of “clientele exchange” meant TXH could not

function as an intermediary.

e The interviewees from the TXH members group shared the above point made by the
non-members group, but added that the size of TXH was too small to be able to
function as an intermediary. Those who saw an intermediary role believed TXH could
explain government policies to the general society and in turn collect public opinion

to report to the government.

A majority of interviewees from the members and non-members groups believed that both
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TXH and the non-establishment group had contributions to the society, while the latter had
a greater contribution than the former.

The interviewees from the TXH members group believed the contribution of TXH was to
facilitate government policies and balance public opinions, while the non-establishment
group was to monitor the government and balance public opinions. The interviewees also
belived the reasons for TXH making no contribution was that its size was too small and it
was too politicized, while the reason for the pan-democracy parties making no contribution

was their populism.

Policy Implications

To facilitate a reciprocal among people in society: The TXH could better create mutual
help networks and a mutual trust social environment in the community; Better use of
TXH’s huge resources to fill service gaps left by the government.

To effectively promote social engagement: Adjust governing policy to encourage TXH
members to participate in collective action voluntarily; Encourage TXH to employ
practices that correspond to the current practices of the society.

To resolve social conflicts: Facilitate TXH being a communication intermediary between
the government and society; Encourage TXH to expand their social base to absorb a

broader selection of the public.
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