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 Statement 
 

My PhD research centres on cultures of consumption in Hong Kong in the post-war 
period, specifically in public housing estates in the New Towns. Having previously been at the 
HKIHSS as a visiting scholar for two months in April to June 2019, I was able to conduct 
extensive research for my thesis, as well as fully participating in the activities of the Institute 
and HKU through paper presentations (at the Interdisciplinary Lunchtime Seminar Series, and 
the University of Bristol/HKU conference ‘All Roads Lead to Hong Kong’) and attending 
several HKIHSS sessions with the research cluster ‘Making Modernity in East Asia’. The 
HKIHSS offers a unique opportunity to take part in a truly interdisciplinary discourse of the 
humanities, and I found it to be an open and engaging space to interact with fellow scholars 
who, like myself, cross many different disciplines in their work. I am returning to Hong Kong 
to conduct final fieldwork research following evaluating my findings form earlier this year; for 
this three-week period, I will be focusing on commercial complexes (or neighbourhood malls) 
in New Towns public housing estates in the 1970s – 80s. Although only for a short period, 
returning to the HKIHSS will help me to build on those first connections made in the spring, 
continue discussions for future collaboration, and, given the opportunity, to share my initial 
findings from my research during my time as visiting scholar at the Institute. 

 
As a design historian, my interests lie at the intersection of material culture, social and 

global history, and space. Hong Kong is uniquely positioned in relation to these subjects: as a 
historical global trade and manufacturing hub; as a refuge from political turmoil or an 
economic opportunity; as a transcultural community with a diversity of experiences; all taking 
place on a tiny piece of land that was a British colony and now a critical Chinese territory. The 
current discourse of design and design history in Hong Kong is emerging through the growing 
local design scene and the activities of several museums and institutions, but is nevertheless 
on the margins of academic scholarship. In addition to this lack of scholarship on the design 
history, there is much less research about the micro-design histories and practices that are 
not necessarily validated by the global market, but was yet experienced by a majority of the 
local Hong Kong population. Through this project I aim to address some of these gaps in the 
scholarship, and bring the everyday experiences in Hong Kong history to the fore. 
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 Abstract 

 
Cultures of Consumption in Hong Kong’s New Towns public housing estates, 1950s – 1980s  
 

This paper questions the relationship between cultures of consumption and space in 
Hong Kong’s New Towns public housing estates in the post-war period. Shifting the lens away 
from urban malls designed for tourists and local elites, this project instead focuses on 
consumption much closer to working and middle-class homes, offering an alternative 
narrative to macro histories of the city’s success. Consumption was intrinsically a part of the 
exchange of daily life, where hawkers, markets, sze to cornershops, cha chaan teng, and 
neighbourhood malls, often at street-level or attached to public housing estates, were 
regular destinations for residents. As structures often celebrated for their social and 
architectural excellence, this research departs from the colonial gaze of public housing estate 
in the field of design to explore how these spaces were ultimately designed by, and worked 
for, their residents, becoming visually and materially rich places that housed a cacophony of 
social interaction. This paper draws out the cultural practices and placemaking conducted in 
the spaces beneath and between the homes of ordinary people in Hong Kong.  

 
 Project Plan in Hong Kong 

 
Previously I conducted primary research in Hong Kong from April – June 2019. During this 
time, I used several archives and collections including: 

• HKU Special Collections  
• Public Records Office  
• Information Services Department 
• Hong Kong Heritage Project 
• The Centre for Heritage Arts and Textiles at Mill6 
• Hong Kong History Museum 
• Hong Kong Heritage Museum 
• Hong Kong Modernism 

 
For this returning trip I will be visiting: 

• Information Services Department Photo Library 
• M+ Museum 
• Hong Kong Modernism 
• Hong Kong Film Archive 
• District Libraries 

 
I will be conducting ethnographic fieldwork of these estates and their commercial complexes: 

• In Sha Tin - Lek Yuen, Wo Che and Sha Kok Estate  
• In Tuen Mun - Tai Hing, On Ting, Sam Shing, Yau Oi Estate  
• In Tsuen Wan/Kwai Tsing - Lei Muk Shue, Cheung Ching Estate  

 
During this time I will also be conducting workshops together with colleagues from the Hong 
Kong Design History Network, in preparation for our exhibition in London in 2020. 


