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Britain’s 19th century conflict with China enabled British traders to continue exchanging Indian opium 
for Chinese tea and silk, making huge profits while devastating China. Defeated in these wars, China was 
forced to open ports up and down the coast not only to the opium trade but also ultimately to foreign 
diplomats, residents, missionaries, and traders of every kind. Hong Kong island was ceded to Great Britain 
in perpetuity in 1841, the Kowloon peninsula in 1860, and another slice of the mainland leased in 1898.

Hong Kong is slightly smaller than Los Angeles and home to about 8 million people. It is one of 
the world’s great cities, with the world’s largest containership port, one of the world’s largest airports, 
the best-performing stock exchange in the world, and an impressive trade and financial infrastructure. 
In 1997, this symbol of free enterprise was returned to China. In a critically important move, in 1990, 
China promised Hong Kong residents in the Sino-British document known as the Basic Law “one 
country, two systems.” Hong Kong would be a special administrative region of China, with press 
freedom and continuance of its capitalist economic and social system guaranteed for at least 50 years 
after the takeover. The Basic Law specified that both Chinese and English would be official languages. 
In everyday life as well as de facto in government, Cantonese is most common. By 1998, most public 
schools had switched from teaching in English to Cantonese along with English. China has made it 
clear that Hong Kong was never a democracy under British rule. The colony’s governor was appointed 
by the British government. It wasn’t until 1991 that Great Britain allowed the first direct election of 
a portion of the seats in Hong Kong’s legislature. Prior to the return, China wrote a new constitution 
for Hong Kong, reversing some of the civil and democratic rights legislation that was passed after 
the Basic Law agreement without China’s consent. Hong Kong’s first chief executive after the return, 
Tung Chee-hwa, was selected by Beijing through a process of indirect elections involving a campaign 
and vote by 400 businesspeople and community leaders selected by Beijing. Hong Kong’s elected 
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