Public discourses of climate change in Hong Kong

Abstract:

The changing political environment in Hong Kong is likely to accelerate the transition in
environmental policy discourse. Opportunities for critical public involvement are increasing and
new environmental discourses are emerging. Yet previous social surveys did not explore the
range of these discourses and few focused on climate change. The paper outlines the public
discourses of climate change in Hong Kong. Using Q-methodology, four distinctive discourses
were identified, namely, Pure Environmentalism, Political Pragmatism, Popular Optimism, and
Fair Rationalism. While the first one is climate-centric, the other three are political or social in
nature and do not indicate a clear or coherent climate orientation. This suggests that the climate
change concern of the Hong Kong public is not tightly embedded into a coherent narrative of
social and institutional transformation. Effective climate change governance and policies require
strengthening the link between such concern and the public desires for social and institutional
transformation. Bringing together the ongoing social movements and environmental campaigns
will be instrumental to nurture an active climate citizenry.
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Introduction

Hong Kong is situated at the southern seaboard of China and vulnerable to climate change
impacts (Environment Bureau, 2010; Fok & Cheung, 2012; Lam, Hung, & Fung, 2004). Climate
change is inherently a global and regional governance issue, and therefore is not unilaterally
manageable for the non-sovereign state of Hong Kong. Since the return of sovereignty from the
United Kingdom to the People’s Republic of China in 1997, Hong Kong’s environmental
policies have unwittingly been integrated into China’s national and regional policy agendas
(Hills, 2004; Hills & Roberts, 2001; Lee, 2002; Ng, 2012). Despite being an advanced
industrialized economy, Hong Kong has failed to demonstrate the political will and institutional
capacity to effect policy change for addressing climate change challenges (Francesch-Huidobro,
2012; Ng, 2012). There was no attempt to institute an official climate change strategy until 2010

(Environment Bureau, 2010).

The government’s lukewarm response to the issue of climate change is related to the fact
that Hong Kong is considered to be a part of China and therefore not obliged to curb greenhouse
gases (GHG) (Francesch-Huidobro, 2012). Consequently political actors lack motivation to
propose aggressive measures for reducing GHG emissions. Furthermore, climate change and
wider environmental problems are generally not considered to be a priority policy issue and have
not come to the forefront of public debates within the territory. Public environmental concern is
limited to the deterioration of immediate environmental quality (Lee, 2003) and declining over
time (Wong and Wan, 2009).

Hong Kong’s climate change discourse appears to be lacking agency. Discourse is a
shared way of apprehending the world (Dryzek, 2005; Hajer & Versteeg, 2005; Lo & Howes,
2015). Although discourse is embedded in language and exists mainly in people’s discussion, it
can create substantive impacts on political dynamic and policy-making — sustainable
development is perhaps the best example (Dryzek, 2005). Historically, Hong Kong’s
environmental discourse has been dominated by experts and professional managers, but

contributions by the private sector are increasingly evident (Hills, 2004).

Over the past decade, however, democratic momentum has arisen not primarily from

formal institutions and constitutional arrangements, which are largely dependent on Beijing, but



local popular debates and social movements emerging from the public sphere (Lam, Lui, &
Wong, 2012; Ma, 2007). Although material influence remains limited due to constitutional
constraints, ordinary citizens have become more interested and active in local politics than they
were in the colonial era, producing a greater variety of political discourses, both radical and
conservative ones. The growing influence of the oppositional civil society extends to
controversies over urban and environmental planning (Ng, 2008). The agency of the public can
potentially play a critical role in the climate change policy-making process in Hong Kong. Yet,
few research studies have attempted to investigate the emerging discourses in the context of

climate change.

Although the public discourse of climate change in Hong Kong has rarely been
scientifically studied, an Oxfam survey has presented a snapshot of public perception of climate
change (Oxfam Hong Kong, 2010). Francesch-Huidobro (2012) and Ng (2012) have also
provided useful insights into the institutional aspects of climate change governance in Hong
Kong. What remains unclear is the range of public discourses and their socio-political
underpinnings. Analyzing the discursive representations of climate change is crucial for
understanding the popular basis of new, powerful public discourses that emerge from within the

public sphere and indicate a gradual shift in environmental governance paradigm.

The paper presents a systematic analysis of citizens’ climate change discourses in Hong
Kong. The empirical study characterized different subjective archetypes constructed by ordinary
citizens, and was conducted using Q-methodology (Brown, 1980). A particular focus of analysis
is the agency represented in each discourse that will potentially be instrumental to driving
substantive change in local climate change policy approach. The next section reviews Hong
Kong’s environmental and climate change discourses. The Q-methodology is then introduced,
followed by a description of the survey approach. Results are analyzed and discussed in the

ensuing sections.

Hong Kong’s Environmental and Climate Change Discourses

Since the late 1970s, Hong Kong’s environmental policies have been deeply entrenched into the

paradigm of ‘administrative rationalism’ (Hillls, 2004), which accepts the dominance of the
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administrative state and recognizes the role of experts and professional managers. Administrative
rationalism is one of the ‘prosaic-reformist’ environmental discourses described by John Dryzek
(2005). The hallmark of this discourse is the ‘command-and-control” approach represented in
practice by the extensive use of regulations and penalties. Such ‘problem-solving’ discourses
take the political-economic status quo as given, but in need of adjustment to cope with

environmental problems (Dryzek, 2005).

Although administrative rationalism remains a key component of local governance model,
structural changes in Hong Kong economy have offered opportunities for a gradual paradigm
shift to ‘ecological modernization’ (Gouldson, Hills, & Welford, 2008; Hills, 2005; Hills &
Welford, 2002). Ecological modernization is what Dryzek (2005) calls an ‘imaginative-reformist’
environmental discourse; it refers to a restructuring of the capitalist political economy along
more environmental sound lines that recognizes the pivotal role of technological innovation and
partnership across different sectors, especially businesses (Christoff, 1996; Hajer, 1995; Howes
et al., 2010; Scerri & Holden, 2013). This policy approach does not compromise market
principles, offers business development opportunities, and confirms the importance of the role of
the private sector. For these reasons, Hills (2004) argues that ecological modernization, as a
weak form of sustainable development, may fit with the prevailing ethos of the pro-growth

society of Hong Kong.

However, the processes of policy learning and transition towards an ecologically
modernized state have encountered institutional hurdles. Gouldson et al. (2008) contend that in
Hong Kong, the entrenched administrative rationalism has precluded policy engagement in the
broader social discourse on policy design. Results of a stakeholder analysis have identified
different sources of tension impeding the delivery of ecologically modernized policy outcomes
(Hills, 2005). One of these factors is the lack of trust among different policy actors, which has
undermined the potential for adopting a cross-sectoral cooperative approach (Tsang, Burnett,
Hills, & Welford, 2009; Walker & Hills, 2014; Wong & Wan, 2009). The lack of trust in
government, in particular, is an enduring reality in Hong Kong and has heightened over the past
15 years due to wider difficulties in democratizing local political institutions and the unsettling
democratic debates (Cheng, 2014; Cheung, 2005; Ma, 2007).



The notable shortfall in political capacity has contributed to failures in institutionalizing
and legitimizing climate change policies in Hong Kong (Francesch-Huidobro, 2012).
Administrative rationalism is obviously unfit with governing climate change, an environmental
problem that does not respect political borders and demands effective coordination across
multiple scales (Bulkeley, 2005; Dryzek, 2006). On the other hand, the deteriorating macro-
political environment threatens to erode the prospects for ecological modernization, which
requires joint involvement and trusted cooperation between the public, civil society, and the
private sector. Hills and associates have surveyed dozens of civil society and business
representatives and come to the conclusion that the social and institutional conditions required
for ecological modernization have yet to become embedded in Hong Kong (Hills, 2005; Tsang et
al., 2009; Walker and Hills, 2014). Little is known, however, about the environmental discourse
articulated by the general public in Hong Kong, particularly that of climate change.

As a response to Beijing’s unwelcomed but powerful interventions into the local
democratic movement, the Hong Kong public has increasingly and more actively engaged in
domestic politics (Ma, 2007; Cheng, 2014). Hong Kong people have limited direct influence on
shaping politically sensitive policy agendas, but incremental changes in governing practice in the
non-sensitive environmental policy domains are foreseeable. For example, the present Under
Secretary for the Environment was formerly a pro-democracy, publicly elected legislative
councilor (equivalent to Member of Parliament) and chaired an environment-focused think tank
prior to joining the government in 2012. Environmental non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
in the territory have a long history of dealing with local issues, but have recently embarked on
their climate change campaigns with varying successes (Ng, 2012). Although Hong Kong’s

climate change politics is in a premature stage, the public discourse is emerging.

A social survey commissioned by Oxfam and conducted by a local university has
provided mixed evidences (Oxfam Hong Kong, 2010). The vast majority of respondents were
aware of climate change and the associated social and health impacts. Yet more than half of them
expressed concern and disappointment about the government’s capacity for tackling the problem.
The high level of climate change awareness is unmatched by the weak motivation to participate

in the formulation of climate change policies (Oxfam Hong Kong, 2010). This typical concern-



action discrepancy has been attributed to the lingering ‘trust-deficit’ in the wider political
economy (Tsang et al., 2009; Wong and Wan, 2009).

Nonetheless, those environmental discourses that represent the views of the majority are
not necessarily influential in politics, and vice versa. For example ecological modernization is a
dominant discourse promoted by a powerful coalition of actors, typically comprising of business
representatives, NGOs, senior government officials, rather than by the mass public. Although
climate scepticism is arguably influential, it does not appear attractive to the great majority of
citizens in industrialized economies (Leiserowitz, 2005; Lo, 2014; Whitmarsh, 2011) and Hong
Kong (Lo & Jim, in press). To the extent in which the public discourse will ever create impacts
on the environmental policy-making process in Hong Kong, it is likely to build upon one that
binds itself to the existing political-economic structures, regardless of the number of citizens who
support it. Therefore, the relevant research question is: what are the forms of climate change
discourse in Hong Kong, and which of them are likely to offer a basis for public influence?

These questions are addressed by findings of a systematic discourse analysis. In keeping
with Dryzek’s discourse-analytic framework, the analysis was conducted using Q-methodology
(Dryzek, 1990; Dryzek & Berejikian, 1993; Dryzek & Niemeyer, 2008). Research methods are

described in the following section.

Research Methods
Q-Methodology

The history of Q-methodology can be traced back to the 1930s (Brown, 1980; Stephenson, 1953).
It is based on statistical factor analysis, but methodologically distinctive and consistent with
post-positivist model of scientific inquiry (Durning, 1999). Q-methodology is used to
systematically establish patterns of opinions among individuals and elicit the variety of accounts
about or around a particular theme or issue (Addams, 2000; McKeown & Thomas, 1988). It is
increasingly seen as a robust technique for investigating the variety of environmental and social
perspectives (Brannstrom, 2011; Davies & Hodge, 2012; Lo, 2013).



Q-methodology does not produce clusters of individual responses, but delineates
idealized, internally coherent structures or forms of viewpoints (Davies & Hodge, 2012; Dryzek,
1990). These assemblages of viewpoints are presented in the form of statistically generated
factors. These factors neither represent individuals nor allow generalization across population;
instead, they describe subjective archetypes and can only be generalized across discourses
(Dryzek, 1990; Dryzek & Niemeyer, 2008). An individual may be associated with two or more
factors, meaning that a single factor may be only a partial delineation of the individual’s

viewpoints.

The process of Q study requires respondents to sort a purposively sampled set of stimuli,
called Q sample. The Q sample is a set of opinion statements about a particular research topic
(e.g. climate change) extracted by the researcher from a constructed ‘concourse’ (the entire
universe of opinions) of statements. Ideally, the source of these statements should be authentic,
i.e. originated from the actual conversations or debates within the society about the issue
concerned. To reduce the entire population of statements to a manageable number (typically less
than 60 to avoid overloading respondents) of statements for Q sorting, the statements are selected

by the researcher, preferably based on some random procedures to minimize researcher bias.

Each participant is presented with the Q sample and ranks order them, usually within a
forced distribution. The forced distribution approach requires the participant to place the
statements into a grid that provides a sorting scale, usually ranging from ‘strongly agree’ to
‘strongly disagree’, and permits a finite number of statements to be entered into each
agreement/disagreement category, thereby forcing participants to contemplate the statements in a
thoughtful way (Webler et al., 2009). The sorting grid used for the presented study is displayed
in Figure 1. The rank-ordered distribution of statements is called a ‘Q sort’, which refers to the
entire set of response to all of the listed statements, rather than the response to individual

statements.

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE]

Q sorts are factor analyzed. Coherent patterns among the participants are identified by

correlating individual Q sorts against one another. This treatment is different from standard R
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factor analysis in the sense that the individuals (i.e. their Q sorts), rather than their traits or
response to individual survey questions, are taken as variables to be correlated. Each identified
factor consists of a distinct set of responses and represents categories described similarly by
those individuals who are significantly ‘loaded” on the same factor. Factor loadings are
essentially correlation coefficients, indicating the extent that each Q sort is similar or dissimilar

to the composite factor.

Q factors represent idealized, prototype sorts that assemble ideas and opinions sharing
among a group of like-minded individuals. Dryzek and Braithwaite (2000, p. 247) suggest that
the equivalence between factors and discourses can be established by applying the principles of
political discourse analysis in the construction of a sampling frame for selection of statements
and soliciting these statements from public debates. The present study adopted essentially the
same approach in designing the sampling strategy and in interpreting factors as political
discourses (Dryzek, 1990; Dryzek & Holmes, 2002; Dryzek & Niemeyer, 2008).

Factor interpretation is based on factor scores. Factor scores for each factor are the scores
gained by each Q statement and calculated as a weighted average (usually normalized for direct
comparison). The scores of a particular composite factor describe an idealized individual who is
completely loaded on that factor and perfectly represents a discourse. The statements are
substantially significant relative to the factor; the interpretation of each statement, therefore, is
subject to the dynamic of all statements as rank-ordered by the respondents, i.e. self-referent.
Examination of significant factors, or typical discourses, is largely an interpretative activity for
the researcher. This involves elaboration on the overall patterns and interrelationships of those

statements as rank-ordered in the idealized Q sorts that indicate distinct viewpoints and attitudes.

The strength of Q method is that it allows a respondent to assemble a model of their own
subjective views, reducing researcher bias and preserving those self-referent factors during
statistical analysis (Robbins & Krueger, 2000), although they are still restricted by the size of Q
sample and the range of statements selected for sorting. In Q, each person is not being matched
or scored against any outside criterion. Conceptually as well as statistically, Q method treats
individual responses to the selected opinion statements always in relation to responses to other
statements. Thus the rank-ordering of individual statements and factors should be understood in

the context of all other statements and factors, and not read in isolation from others. Moreover, Q
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method can produce robust results using a small sample size. Most Q sorting exercises involve
more than 30 respondents, but it is not uncommon to have only 20-30 respondents (Brannstrom,
2011; Lo, 2013), or even fewer (Brown, 1980). Thus, it is not the objective of Q to generalize
results across population, but to identify the range of discourses and their qualities.

Survey Instrument

In this study, representative statements for Q sorting were solicited from multiple sources,
including news articles, public speeches, webpages, blogs, scientific articles, book chapters, and
transcripts of a climate change policy workshop (Dryzek & Lo, 2015; Lo, Alexander, Proctor, &
Ryan, 2013). The sampling procedure continued until the pool of statements became saturated,
I.e. repeating each other and adding little new information. A total of 264 statements that are
directed related to climate change or articulated in a discussion about climate change were
identified.

All statements were grouped into a category in accordance with Dryzek’s discourse-
analytic framework, which has two levels of analysis (Dryzek & Berejikian, 1993). The primary
level consists of four political discourse elements, including basic entities (or ontology), natural
relationships, agency, and their motives. The secondary level of analysis applies to the study of
people’s utterance regarding a political issue. It involves the type of claims that can be made in
arguments, including definitive, designative, evaluative and advocative (Dryzek and Berejikian
1993).

This two-dimensional analytical schema was adopted for this study. Although the
structured approach could not guarantee a balance of topics about the subject matter (i.e. climate
change) to be included in the sample, it was deemed to be useful for creating a Q sample that
covers different conceptual elements of political discourses. The only major deviation from
Dryzek and Berejikian’s (1993) framework is that agency and motives are merged into one
category. The three categories were joined by a new one, known as ‘capacity for change’, which
is defined as the ability of an action or a process to make the relationships between entities or
actors more natural or unnatural. In practice, this refers to the perception of what precludes a

preferred change from occurring or by taking what actions the preferred change would happen.
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The modified analytical schema generated a four-by-four matrix with 16 cells: four
political discourse elements crossing with the four categories according to the type of claims. All
statements were allotted to one of the 16 cells. Three or four statements were randomly selected
from each cell. A small number of them were replaced because of duplication in meaning.
Original statements were lightly edited to improve clarity. The final Q sample consists of 54

statements.

Data Collection

The Q sorting was performed by 50 Hong Kong citizens aged 18 or above. They initially
participated in another larger-scale questionnaire survey (Lo and Jim, in press) and, upon
completion, were invited to express interest in a follow-up study (i.e. this Q sorting exercise). Of
the 800 individuals involved in the larger survey, 219 were interested and voluntarily provided

contact details for follow-up.

Participation selection was based on the individual’s socio-economic characteristics,
notably, gender, age, education level, and income. The research team attempted to recruit a
demographically balanced panel of participants equally split into several socio-economic groups
(described below). However, many of those contacted were unable to participate because of
location and time constraint (the Q sorting exercise took place in a university campus and
required 30-60 minutes to complete onsite). The research team managed to fill each socio-

economic group with at least five respondents (i.e. 10% of the total sample).

The 50 respondents included 27 males and 23 females (see Appendix for details). Fifteen
of them were aged 18-24, eighteen aged 25-44, twelve aged 45-64, and five were 65 or older.
Twenty-nine of the respondents completed a tertiary degree, fourteen were only educated to high
school (grade 10-12), and seven finished at grade 9. Regarding income, fourteen earned less than
HKD8,000 per month (HKD/USD = 7.8), ten between HKD8,000 and HKD15,000, five between
HKD15,000 and HKD25,000, and nine made more than HKD25,000. Nine were non-income
earners and three did not disclose their income. With only 50 individuals involved, the panel

cannot be seen as representing the wider population of Hong Kong, which has a total population
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of more than 7 million. Results of Q sorting can only be used to characterize the whole spectrum

of discourses, rather than generalizing across the entire population.

The recruitment and data collection processes were undertaken by a university research
service provider in Hong Kong appointed by the authors home institution. The Q sample was
presented in Chinese. Upon completion of a Q sort, the respondents received HKD200 (approx.

USD26) as remuneration. The research was conducted between December 2012 and March 2013.

Results

The 50 Q sorts were factor analyzed to statistically determine significant patterns or social
perspectives. The factor analysis was completed using PQMethod (version 2.32 by Peter
Schmolck), a freeware commonly used for Q analysis. Principal Component Analysis (PCA)*
and Varimax factor rotation were performed to extract factors. All of the eight factors initially
identified yielded an Eigenvalue greater than 1, denoting statistical significance. A four-factor
solution was adopted for final analysis because the other four attracted no more than two
respondents loading onto them and did not identify a meaningful social perspective (Brannstrom,
2011; Lansing, 2013). The 50 respondents were not evenly distributed among the four factors,
and most of them loaded on Factor A. Nonetheless, many of them were highly loaded on more
than one factor. This corroborates the common observation that individuals are not bound to one
single discourse (Dryzek, 1990) and can be attributed to the composition of the respondent panel
which consists of ordinary citizens rather than stakeholders. They are interpreted according to
their representative statements and factor scores, and described below as Pure Environmentalism,

Political Pragmatism, Popular Optimism, and Fair Rationalism.

Area of Consensus

! Both PCA and Centroid Factor Analysis are acceptable methods for Q-analysis, although the latter is advocated by
Stephenson (1935) and Brown (1980). PCA is statistically more precise than Centroid and has the advantage of
being able to account for the commonality among Q sorts as well as the specificity of individual sorts (Weber et al.,
2009).

11



The four factors identified in this study unanimously dismiss the extremely sceptical view that
does not regard global warming, or climate change?, as an issue at all (4) (number in brackets
refers to the statement number listed in Tables 1 — 5). There is general confidence in climate
scientists (47) and the scientific methods for interrogating the issue of climate change (1) (Table
1). Concerted efforts on climate protection by countries at different levels of development are
commonly regarded as necessary (37). Consensus is also found in the perception of the relative
importance of citizens and politicians (19), but nuanced differences exist when these two groups
of actors are individually considered, as the following analysis shows.

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]
Factor A Pure environmentalism

Factor A represents pure environmentalism (Table 2). There are 30 (out of 50) defining Q sorts,
most of which are produced by the younger and better educated respondents (see Appendix).
Those who register to this factor recognize the primacy of the environment and accept the
imperative of protecting the endangered environment (39). The strong sense of commitment is
matched by a high level of concern about climate change, which is regarded as a serious threat to
people’s everyday life (33) with catastrophic consequences (30). Yet it is at best only a modest
variant of climate alarmism. The pure environmentalists are no fatalists, as they do not believe

that it is too late to fix the problem and avoid the impending crisis (43).

[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE]

While this factor has deeply engaged with environmental arguments, it holds very few
distinctive perspectives about politics and society at large. It stands out from other identified
discourses not in terms of their different political or social insights, but precisely the lack of such
insights. The pure environmentalists are relatively less interested in the social dimensions of
climate change that are related to equity between countries and the exploding population of poor

countries (15, 38) — not strongly agreeing or disagreeing on these statements as other factors do.

?In this paper, the term ‘climate change’ is used interchangeably with ‘global warming’, although they differ from
each other in some aspects (see Whitmarsh, 2009).
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Also, they hesitate to decide whether or not new technologies are the most effective solution to
climate change (53). The only political consideration is the belief that climate change deniers

attack climate science because of political reasons (9).

These mild responses suggest that pure environmentalism is not characterized by a
critical political or social intent. Although issues about the society at large fall within the radar of
the environmentalists, more discursive energy is devoted to articulating an environmental
critique regarding climate change. The primary agency does not come from people, including

politicians and citizens, but the degrading environment or the changing climate.

Factor B Political pragmatism

Individuals are not imprisoned by discourses and ordinary people are often subscribed to more
than one discourse (Dryzek, 1990, 2005). Many pure environmentalists are significantly loaded
on another factor, particularly “political pragmatism’. The second factor does not focus on the
environment (or the climate) itself; there is only a modest level of concern about the impending
environmental crisis (2, 30) (Table 3). The discursive emphasis falls upon issues about polity and

economy.

[TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE]

Results indicate a pragmatic position that respects the agency of powerful political-
economic entities. In general, politics is not viewed in a negative light. Respondents significantly
loaded on this factor are clearly not submitted to the notion that climate change is a conspiracy
created to undermine the interests of other countries (10, 11). They see prospects for achieving a
global consensus on climate change (35), but are less certain about how democratic institutions
can help (14) and how individuals can make a difference (40). There is also some concern about
punishing those who emit greenhouse gases (44). Perhaps, the solutions lie in strengthening
political leadership, because climate change is too overwhelming for ordinary people to manage
(22). There is little hostility toward government and politicians (23, 42). This factor is identified

with the willingness to work within the political domain.
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Viability of green political agency always depends on its ability to perpetuate economic
growth (Goodin, 1992). It is then no wonder that the political pragmatism has attracted faith in
continuing economic growth and the capitalist economy. The pragmatists are more likely than
those highly loaded on other factors to believe that actions for protecting the climate should not
sacrifice economic growth (24, 25), that businesses can play an important role (7), and that
policy success hinges upon the functioning of the market (34). These dispositions are predicated
upon a stronger fundamental belief that the right to development is granted (28) and getting rich
is glorious (54). Clearly, this factor adheres to the neoliberal and capitalist values that have
dominated the Hong Kong society for decades. It is noteworthy that most of the advocates of this
discourse were mature individuals (Appendix), suggesting that political pragmatism was

favoured by those who have accumulated some experiences in the society.

Factor C Popular Optimism

Popular optimism holds confidence, if not over-confidence, in the capacity of individuals for
dealing with climate change. The ‘no troubles’ position is associated with a qualified climate-
sceptical perspective. Popular optimists are relatively more sympathetic to the contested claim
that climate change is merely a media story (12) or a hoax (29) (Table 4). They are not impressed
by the alarmist statements that environmental crises and catastrophes are impending if people do
not act immediately (2, 30). Although they accept that climate change, if it is real, will affect
people’s way of life (33), they categorically reject the view that that it is too late to fix the
problem (43).

[TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE]

The agency of people in driving the required social change is emphasized. Despite the
mild climate-sceptical perspective, there is a good deal of optimism about the potential for
individuals to make a difference. From the optimist perspective, ‘everyone counts’, i.e. the
people will surely act as long as they see the benefits, and they can deal with the problem
effectively without the help of a leader (5, 22). Comparing with political pragmatism, popular
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optimism is more sympathetic towards democratic solutions (14), but not necessarily political
leadership (22). Without addressing the inevitable tension concerning democratic leadership, this
factor has also downplayed tension in other related domains. Popular optimists see no conflicts
between maintaining economic growth and taking climate change actions (26, 27), and doubt
that these actions will incur high costs (6). Not surprisingly then, they argue that it is possible to

lift millions out of poverty at the same time as protecting the planet (41).

In summary, this factor does not identify a pressing problem to worry about and, even if
such problem exists, the people will act and can resolve it. While trusting ordinary people, it has
not addressed the practical questions about who is going to lead and pay the price, which are all

central to the actual climate change debates and negotiations (Giddens, 2009; Ikeme, 2003).

Factor D Fair rationalism

Factor D denotes fair rationalism and is characterized by a social orientation, instead of an
environmental one. It does not intimately engage with the topic of climate change itself beyond
expressing concern about its catastrophic effects (30) (Table 5). A careful reading of Tables 2-4
even reveals some incoherence, i.e. not challenging climate scepticism (9) while calling for
immediate action (2). This factor does not represent a salient environmental perspective, but
socially oriented dispositions. It embodies an emphatic belief that climate change is not driven
by the population growth in poor countries (38) and that poor people need not be sacrificed in

protecting the environment (41). The well-being of the poor is central to this position.

[TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE]

Fair rationalism is neither socially idealistic, nor ignorant of practical constraints.
Adherents are most strongly critical of radical civic actions (3). They are relatively more aware
of the possible high costs of emission mitigation (6) and adhere to the ‘polluter pays’ principle,
i.e. those emitting greenhouse gases should be made liable for the costs incurred (44). While
believing that poverty alleviation and environmental protection can co-exist, there is, however,

no indication as to how this can be achieved given the expected costs. The rationalists do not
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seek any political or economic solution, but are convinced that new technologies might help

tackle climate change (53).

Although this factor is committed to defending the interests of the poor, it explicitly
recognizes practical constraints and solutions, and does not accept radicalism, indicating a
rational stance. The greater concern about poor people or countries and cost burdens may be
related to the fact that this factor was defined mainly by less-educated, mature lower-income

earners.

Discussion

Rather than measuring the strength of climate change concern, this study described different
assemblages of climate change perspectives and investigated their socio-political underpinnings.
Using Q-methodology, it identified four factors, which can be interpreted as discourses of
climate change in Hong Kong. None of them is compatible with the radical forms of climate
change scepticism that exist in other advanced industrialized societies (Hulme, 2009; Whitmarsh,
2011).

The first discourse connotes pure environmentalism. It recognizes the climate as the core
entity and indicates a sharper sense of environmental commitment. The ecological arguments
articulated are moderately alarmist in nature, and are less tightly embedded into the wider public
debates and place less emphasis on social and political institutions. This discourse is consistent
with a common form of climate change response in Hong Kong. That is, individuals are
evidently concerned about climate change, but remain passive in participation and advocacy (Lee,
2003; Oxfam Hong Kong, 2010).

Climate-centric beliefs are less evident in other discourses. One of them is political
pragmatism. The discursive architecture of this position is not built upon a serious concern about
the changing climate, but on the agency of political leadership and the capitalist economy, which
have dominated the political economy in Hong Kong for decades. There is trust in political and
capitalist institutions and confidence in their capacity for dealing with climate change. It is
believed that any climate policy initiative must respect existing institutional constraints and
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embark within recognized institutions, a form of environmental pragmatism (Lo, 2012; Spash,
2009). It may also be described as an incomplete ecological modernization discourse, which
holds a politically and economically pragmatic and non-confrontational stance, yet without
indicating clear commitment to technological innovation and a ‘no regrets’ predisposition
(Howes, 2009; Lo, 2008).

Contrary to what Wong and Wan (2009) call ‘environmental pessimism’ among the
majority public, the third discourse represents popular optimism. One of its distinctive features is
the greater apathy towards the problem of climate change. More accurately, there is greater
confidence in the capacity of individuals to resolving the problem. There is also a higher level of
trust in ordinary citizens and democratic institutions and an emphasis on the agency of the people.
Apparently this discourse does not embrace administrative rationalism, and it recognizes the
most fundamental tenet of ecological modernization, i.e. there is no necessary conflict between
economic growth and environmental protection, and embodies the ‘strong’ dimensions that
require democratic and participatory engagement (Christoff, 1996). However, this discourse does
not indicate an ecological orientation and seriously address wider institutional issues. There is no
clear indication as to how ‘the people’ could meaningfully influence the climate policy-making
process and effect policy change - indeed, they are least likely to see the need to do so.

Fair rationalism is characterized by its social orientation rather than an ecological one.
The view that the climate is changing is accepted, but climate change is just not the main theme.
This discourse is more strongly influenced by the moral arguments widely accepted in the global
south that recognize the pursuit of social equity in environmental protection and the innocence of
the poor population with respect to their GHG emissions (Ikeme, 2003). Yet, it is rational in the
sense that the price of protecting the climate is explicitly recognized and the role of radical civic
action is downplayed. Thus, not only there is no support for climate scepticism, but also a
dismissal of climate radicalism, or green radicalism in Dryzek’s (2005) terms. This resembles the
local grassroot environmental discourse that is oriented to the interests of the poor and amenable
to practical considerations (Chan and Hills, 1993), but with a preference for technological

solutions.

Comparing the four discourses reveals the different discursive spaces in which climate

change concern is situated. Pure environmentalism has no close attachment to a political or
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social discourse. All other discourses are political or social in nature, yet lacking a clear or
coherent climate orientation. Political pragmatism recognizes the wider political economy and
respects existing systems. Popular optimism embraces participatory democracy and emphasizes
the role of the people. Fair rationalism attends to material social interests and rational
considerations. The latter two, however, do not clearly indicate how their specific objectives can
be achieved under the present political constraints. Popular optimism pursues a bottom-up
approach, but the reality in Hong Kong is a bureaucratic preference for a sectoral and
technological approach for emission reductions (Francesch-Huidobro, 2012). Fair rationalism
opts for a technological approach, but is no more interested in institutionalization and
legitimization that are essential to realizing actual governance change (Francesch-Huidobro,
2012).

Political pragmatism indicates richness in political content and a willingness to cooperate
with relevant parties. Neither politics nor the economy is seen as an obstacle but a partner to
work with in tackling the climate change challenges. This discourse therefore sits most easily
within the local political-economic context, in which capital accumulation remains the prevailing
ethos and the endeavour for citizen empowerment proves to be an uphill struggle against tight
constitutional constraints. Similar to popular optimism and fair rationalism, however, it does not
intimately engage with climate change imperatives. Political pragmatism does not accept
punishment for emitting GHGs. It also does not endorse the view that protecting the environment
needs not sacrifice economic growth, while leaning towards a pro-growth approach. This implies
that aggressive emission mitigation measures that would cost the economy are unlikely to be

accepted. The environment or the climate does not constitute an agency in this discourse.

In summary, while pure environmentalism has little political and social bearing, the other
three discourses do not clearly and coherently articulate a climate change commitment. It is
noteworthy that the discourses identified in this paper are not mutually exclusive and many
respondents have access to the climate-centric discourse and another discourse. This observation
echoes Lee’s (2003) findings that the environmental perception of Hong Kong citizens operates
at two spatial scales, i.e. the individual/household and the city/metropolitan levels, where they all
claim to be personally environmentally aware but unknowingly switch to the other spatial scale

when evaluating the apathetic attitude of the wider public. As the Oxfam report has shown
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(Oxfam Hong Kong, 2010), most Hong Kong citizens are concerned about climate change, but
the act of action itself and participation in climate change campaigns appear to be a different
issue. In other words, the climate change concern of the Hong Kong public is not tightly

embedded into a coherent narrative of social and institutional transformation.

This observation indicates a gap between the environmental movements and political
economy in Hong Kong. During the 1980s-90s, local environmental campaigns were
championed by the middle class and highly educated individuals, and rarely couched in terms of
grassroots community interests and attended to the public life of ordinary people (Hills and Chan,
1993). Chiu et al. (1999) have pointed out that the environmental and political movements in
Hong Kong were loosely attached to each other. Local environmental NGOs were poorly
resourced and lacked capacity for leading costly activities, such as mass mobilization. Moreover,
their organizational objectives were oriented to promoting a lifestyle approach at the individual
level and advancing a professional management approach in handling policy issues (Chiu et al.,
1999). Towards the end of the 1990s, Chiu et al. (1999, p. 86) predicted that *“grassroots
environmental mobilization will likely be further weakened, and the agenda for the
environmental movement will be channelled toward an emphasis on individual life-styles,
conservation, and education’. Hong Kong environmentalism was not associated with a critical

political ideology.

The critiques of Hills and Chan (1993) Chiu et al. (1999) are still current. While the local
political movements have attracted considerable public attention and reached a new height in
recent years (Ma, 2007; Cheng, 2014), environmental campaigns have not demonstrated great
success in strengthening grassroots support. Climate change appears to be too far away from
Hong Kong people’s everyday life, and therefore has not been integrated with prevailing political
and social imperatives, such as striving for deeper citizen empowerment in policy-making
process. The disconnect between wider societal interests and environmental concerns lingered
some 20 or 30 years ago. As this paper has revealed, it continues to exist in the domestic debates
about climate change.
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Conclusions

Hong Kong is currently undergoing a major social change that will steer and re-define its
political, economic as well as environmental futures. This will accelerate the ongoing transition
from the entrenched discourse of administrative rationalism to ecological modernization or
another one that is more open and ecologically sustainable. Popular activism might not be found
on the climate change front. Political pragmatism, as portrayed in this paper, seems to be more
promising in short term, not only because of the pragmatic orientation and compatibility with the
prevailing values, but also its lower requirement on deep public engagement, a seemingly
essential element of a climate-responsive civil society that neither the existing institutions nor the

lay public in Hong Kong are evidently ready for.

Longer-term climate change governance and policies, however, require a creative and
collective search for feasible ways for integrating the loosely linked climate change concern of
the general public and their earnest desires for social and institutional transformation in other
policy domains. Bringing together the ongoing social movements and environmental campaigns
will be instrumental to nurture an active climate citizenry. One opportunity is to take advantage
of the emerging social activism to rejuvenate local environmentalism. The ongoing social
movements are championed by radical student organizations and a critical mass of ordinary
young ‘netizens’, rather than traditional political parties and social organizations (Lee, 2014). As
the former group tends to be sympathetic to pro-environmental arguments, a new climate change
campaign would benefit from their willingness and ability to draw an actionable link with the
successful social movements they currently lead. This will entail a shift away from one that

reserved for the middle class and elites to the digital generations and new activists.

The utility of the Q-methodology is demonstrated by highlighting the disconnect between
the environmental and the wider social discourses in Hong Kong. With few exceptions (e.g. Lee,
2003), the majority of local studies have focused on the level of environmental awareness and its
socioeconomic and psychological determinants. The narrow methodological focus on awareness
is based upon the standard assumption that public support to environmental action primarily
depends on the strength of environmental belief or attitude. What the Q sorts have revealed, in
this case study, is the finite range of climate change discourses and the relationships between

their ecological and social underpinnings. By observing the pattern by which statements on
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environmental and social dimensions organized themselves across the four factors, | suggest that
the current environmental impasse in Hong Kong may be related to the lack of engagement with
the changing social ethos. Since these factors were created by correlating observed Q sorts, my
interpretation was based on the systematic relationships between individual subjective positions.
The methodology is instrumental to showing the extent to which these discourses are connected
to each other and in what terms. This is important for illuminating what need to be done is not
only raising public awareness of the environment, but also engaging with other congenial social

discourses.

As climate change has risen to political and social pre-eminence, the public debates
across the globe have seen bitter struggles and re-negotiations over the terms by which it is
governed and managed (Dryzek & Lo, 2015; Dryzek & Stevenson, 2011; Kyllénen, 2015). The
contested issues arising from global climate change can no longer be adequately represented by
the scientific discourses that emerged in the 1980s and early 1990s, when key international
reports, such as the IPCC’s First Assessment Report, were released. Capturing and representing
the full range of climate change discourses is essential to engaging with the society at large and,
ultimately, governing climate change at the global level (Dryzek & Niemeyer, 2008; Dryzek &
Stevenson, 2011). As this research has shown, however, climate change may not always have a
strong and substantive presence in related public discourses and, in some cases, remains a merely
peripheral issue in public debates. In societies where climate change is not a politically contested
and priority issue, such as Hong Kong, representing discourses is likely to become a challenging

task, though necessary.
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Table 1 Consensus statements of the four factors

N S Factor scores
o. tatement A B C 5
1  We should be scientific and rational in dealing with the issue of climate 3 3 3 5
change
4  Global warming, so what? | don't care. Let it change! -4 -3 -4 -4
19 | have faith in people, not politicians 0 -1 1 0
37 The efforts of developing countries alone are not sufficient to tackle 3 4 3 2
climate change
47 Scientists have no evidence that CO2 will overheat the planet -3 -2 -2 -1
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Table 2 Distinguishing statements of pure environmentalism (Factor A)

Factor scores

No. Statement A B C D
9 Some people are politically motivated to nitpick about climate science 2 0 -1 -3
15 We can achieve sustainability only if we pursue far greater social equity 2 3 4 4

between countries

30 Global warming will have catastrophic effects 5+* 1 -1 3
33 Climate change threatens our way of life 3 0 3 1
38 Climate change is driven by the population growth in poor countries -2 -3 -3 -5
39 We're not here to serve the earth -3* 0 1 -1
43 It's too late; we can no longer halt the impacts of climate change -4 -1 -5 0
53 Climate change are best tackled by fostering new energy technologies 0* 1 2 4

All statements are significant at .05 level. * denotes significance at .01 level
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Table 3 Distinguishing statements of political pragmatism (Factor B)

Factor scores

No. Statement A B C D
2 There will be an environmental crisis if we don't act urgently 4 1+ 0 3
7  ltis unrealistic to expect that business will achieve all that is required for 1 -1 1 2

global sustainability

10 Climate change is a conspiracy created by developed countries in an -1 -3 -2 -1

attempt to stop emerging economies from growing

11 The whole climate change issue is a left-wing conspiracy to deindustrialise -2 -5 -2 -1

the western world

14 Democracy works best on short-term issues, so long-term climate change 0 1 -2 0

is a real challenge

22  Ordinary people are not in a position to deal with climate change. We 0 2 -2 1

need a leader

23 Politicians are only talking because they want the vote 1 0 2 2
24 We should tackle the problem of climate change, but our economy must -1 2% -1 0

keep growing

25 We're not going to save the planet by putting our country out of business -3 0* -3 -2
28 We have a right to develop our economy 0 3* 0 1
30 Global warming will have catastrophic effects 5 1+ -1 3
34  For any policy to succeed, it must work with the market, not against it 1 2 1 1
35 | believe citizens from all nations can come to a consensus about climate -1 3* 0 0

change

40 Everyone can make a difference in dealing with climate change 4 2 4 5
42 Governments try to use climate change to hold onto power 0 -2 -1 0
44  There must be a punishment for those emitting greenhouse gases 1 -1 0 3
54  Getting rich is glorious -1 1+ -1 -2

All statements are significant at .05 level. * denotes significance at .01 level
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Table 4 Distinguishing statements of popular optimism (Factor C)

Factor scores

No. Statement A B C D
2 There will be an environmental crisis if we don't act urgently 4 1 0* 3
5 People are keen to make environmental changes if they could be sure 2 4 5 2

there would be benefits
6  Costs of emission mitigation are too high relative to the benefits -1 -1 -3* 1

12 Global warming isn’t caused by people, but manufactured by the media -3 -3 0* -4
14 Democracy works best on short-term issues, so long-term climate change 0 1 -2 0

is a real challenge

22 Ordinary people are not in a position to deal with climate change. We 0 2 -2 1

need a leader

26  Climate change actions are out to strangle economic growth -2 -2 -4 -3
27 Economic growth need not sacrifice the environment 1 0 3* -1
29 Global warming is a hoax -5 5 -1+ -3
30 Global warming will have catastrophic effects 5 1 -1# 3

33 Climate change threatens our way of life 3 0 3 1

41 ltis possible to lift millions out of poverty at the same time as protecting -1 -2 3 4

the planet

43 It's too late; we can no longer halt the impacts of climate change -4 -1 -5 0

All statements are significant at .05 level. * denotes significance at .01 level
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Table 5 Distinguishing statements of fair rationalism (Factor D)

Factor scores

No. Statement A B C D
3  ltis necessary to use street protests and borderline violent methods to -2 -3 -2 -5*
make our point
6  Costs of emission mitigation are too high relative to the benefits -1 -1 -3 1+
30 Global warming will have catastrophic effects 5 1 -1 3*
38 Climate change is driven by the population growth in poor countries -2 -3 -3 -5*
41 Itis possible to lift millions out of poverty at the same time as protecting -1 -2 3 4
the planet
44  There must be a punishment for those emitting greenhouse gases 1 -1 0 3*
53 Climate change are best tackled by fostering new energy technologies 0 1 2 4

All statements are significant at .05 level. * denotes significance at .01 level
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