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The Universities Service Centre:
Research Centre on Modern China

by Prof. H.C. Kwan and Jean Hung
translated by Peter Barry

Introduction

There hangs at the side-entrance to Hong Kong's Chinese
University Library a small bronze plaque bearing the inscrip-
tion: Universities Service Centre. To the ordinary passer-by, if
it catches his or her attention at all, it might seem to indicate
some sort of general information centre, but to China scholars,
especially those coming from the West, the plaque designates
the present home of what has been for the past quarter of a
century a rich oasis for research study on modern China. Few
working in this field are unacquainted with the Centre's reputa-
tion. According to reliable statistics taken from a recent survey
which is still in progress, by the early 1980's over 200 books
had already been published as a direct result of research done
here, and many of them have become required reading for
scholars studying in this area.

New Beginning in Western Research: Study of Modern
China

The opening of the Centre in 1963 represented a new begin-
ning for Western research-study of modern China. During the
1950's in the United States, with the onset of the McCarthy
"witch-hunts" and the entrance of China into the Korean con-
flict, Sino-American relations deteriorated, bringing research
studies on modern China to an all-time low in academic circles
there. Even to show an interest in studying "Red China" was to
invite suspicions of pro-communist sympathies or to be labeled
"fellow-traveler”, which could make one liable to investigation
by the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Fortunately, a group of
scholars emerged at the end of the decade who had the foresight
to see that such a vast country could not be ignored, nor should
it be kept in isolation from the rest of the world community of
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nations. These scholars began the work of dismantling the barri-
ers, and through their efforts brought about a new phase in
modern China studies.

China experts turning noon meal into an impromptu seminar.

Since China was all but closed to the outside world at that
time and it was impossible to do any field work there, it was
decided that the next best choice would be to establish a research
centre just across the China border in the British territory of
Hong Kong. After a period of much concerted effort, financial
support from a number of American foundations was obtained
and the Universities Service Centre opened in a two-story struc-
ture on Argyle Street in Kowloon.

From the very beginning, the Centre attracted many well-
known veteran Chinese scholars, such as Lucien Pye, Michael
Oksenberg and Ezra Vogel, as well as a new generation of
younger sinologists, including Andrew Nathan, Martin Whyte,
Suzanne Peter and Andrew Walder, all of whom were to use the
Centre as their mailing address at one time or another through-
out the coming years. Many a hot summer's day was spent
pouring over the materials available in the old building, as well
as in nearby Union Youlian Research Institute, and many a long
hour was passed in interviewing a steady stream of immigrants
recently arrived from the mainland. All through the '60's and
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"70's the Centre played host to scholars from all over the world.
While they came as individual researchers, they shared a
common interest. They soon turned the noon day meal into an
impromptu seminar where the changing fortunes of China were
the subject of many a lively discussion. Those with similar
concerns were often seen together, exchanging information and
pooling their research data. The knowledge they acquired from
these informal exchanges and discussions was as valuable to
them as that gained from the books they read in the research
library. Coming from many different countries, they gradually
got to know each other, and in time became an international
community of China scholars. The close bonds formed at the
Centre have been maintained by many throughout the years even
up to the present day.

Scholars Attracted to Chinese Culture, History and
Traditions

It has been said that Western scholars bring to research
studies of the Soviet Union a certain antipathy for that country
and its political and economic systems. The same is not said of
the China researcher. Most of them seem to have entered this
field with a genuine attraction for the culture, traditions and
history of the Chinese people. If the lively enthusiasm shown
by those who have passed through the Centre is any gauge of
positive regard the observation would seem to be correct. Stu-
dents at the Centre could always be seen engrossed in serious
study from early morning until its doors closed late at night.
Many of them, to save on time and money, rented rooms in
nearby tenements where they must have been a continual source
of amazement and curiosity to the locals, who never before had
encountered Westerners so fluent in Chinese and so well-versed
in the culture.

Significance of Centre's Research

Many of the published works researched at the Centre
helped to give the world a truer picture of China during the
1960's and 1970's. At this outpost on China's doorstep, analy-
sis was based on first-hand information which filtered through
cracks in the Bamboo Curtain and was supplemented by the
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accounts of eye-witness observers who were crossing over the
border into Hong Kong. The contribution made by the Centre
to this body of scholarly literature cannot be underestimated.

While research done at the Centre had important signifi-
cance for the academic world, it also provided essential informa-
tion for a deeper understanding of the situation in China. And
this aided many countries in their formulation of a more realistic
China foreign policy. Many of the younger academics who had
studied at the Centre also went on to careers in the foreign
services of their respective countries. Some became advisors on
Chinese affairs, while others chose to become diplomats. Two
more notable examples of the latter spring immediately to mind:
Stephen Fitzgerald, Australia's first ambassador to Beijing, and
Sir David Wilson, the present Governor of Hong Kong.

s

Participants in Conference on Political Order in Changing Societies:
The Chinese Case, September 1989.

Centre Shifts its Focus

In the 1970's when China instituted its open-door policy,
there was no holding back the China scholars, who could not
wait to experience first-hand what had been for so long the
distant object of their research. Their dream of doing field work
in China itself and joining with Chinese colleagues there in
research projects, was, to some extent, realized during the early
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1980's. As a result, the Centre was no longer the indispensable
focal point for scholarly research on modern China as it had
been in the past. But its director at the time, John Dolfin, had
with considerable foresight already begun to shift emphasis onto
another essential Centre service—-information gathering. Work-
ing with a limited budget but relying on the boundless energy of
a determined staff, he went about amassing research materials to
the extent that today the Centre houses one of the most complete
and copious collections of pertinent data on modern China to be
found any place in the world.

Centre Becomes Part of Chinese University, Hong Kong

In a city where land is limited and rents not only rise but
skyrocket, it became increasingly difficult for a small, non-profit
academic institute to get by solely on the financial support of-
fered by private foundations. Our International Advisory
Committee and the American Council of Learned Societies (the
Centre's administrators since the early 1970's) were given the
annual headache of finding more funding to meet increasing
budget costs. Although such organizations as the Carnegie,
Ford, Mellon and Luce Foundations, and the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities had generously supported us throughout
the years, the reasons given for urging their continual support
became less convincing after China reopened and the Centre's
status as the main China research centre in the Far East de-
clined. The American Council made the decision in 1988 to
transfer its management to another American or local academic
institute. Most Western scholars felt that it should remain in
Hong Kong, arguing that while Hong Kong might no longer be
the final destination for China researchers, it was certainly a
mid-way point between East and West. Also, local Chinese
scholars were of the opinion that the Centre's extensive research
library, if relocated in Hong Kong, would provide an impetus
for China studies among local residents.

It was the Chinese University of Hong Kong that helped
resolve the problem. Having as one of its established aims the
promotion of cultural exchange between China and the West, the
University has always had a keen interest in the field of China
studies. Several people from its faculty and staff felt that if the
University took responsibility for administering the Centre, such



48 Tripod, September-August, 1991

a move would profit both the University and the people of Hong
Kong. By the middle of 1988, after negotiations had reached a
successful conclusion, the Centre began its move to the Univer-
sity campus. After a year of frenetic preparation, renovations
were completed and the Centre opened the doors of its new
residence in the University library building in June of 1989, just
in time to welcome foreign scholars who were leaving China as
a result of Tiananmen Square incident.

In February of this year, the International Advisory Com-
mittee, after expressing general satisfaction with the develop-
ment of the Centre since the change of management, agreed
unanimously to transfer the ownership of the Centre to the
Chinese University of Hong Kong. This now ensures that the
Centre will remain in Hong Kong indefinitely.

...the need for Hong Kong to increase her under-
standing of China becomes more and more
evident as the time for her return to Chinese
sovereignty draws near...

—

Easy Availability of Materials

Foreign scholars doing field work on the China mainland
must learn to adapt to China's administrative methods and
procedures, and to endure with patience many inconveniences
and limitations in their efforts to gather resource material.
Sometimes when they stop by on their way home, they are quite
surprised to find at the Centre, almost by chance, what they had
been searching far and wide for, but without success, in China.
They never thought it possible that Hong Kong would have such
a complete and easy to use storehouse of research materials.

Wealth of Primary Sources

It would be hard to imagine a more ideal place, either in
China or abroad, than the Universities Service Centre for doing
documentary analysis on post-1949 China. Among the many
national and local Chinese newspapers it has on file is a com-
plete collection of every issue of the People's Daily, beginning
with its inaugural edition of May 16, 1949. This is also true of
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many provincial newspapers which began publication in the
early 1950's. The Centre subscribes to over 300 Chinese
newspapers, among them are 28 from Guangdong, 27 from
Shanghai and 10 from Sichuan Province. Such a wealth of
primary sources cannot be overlooked by scholars engaged in
regional studies. Of the Centre's 1200 periodicals, in additional
to those dealing with social sciences and humanities, there are
many local ones which cannot be found in any library outside of
China. Another valuable collection to be found at the Centre is
a set of yearbooks from each of China's provinces, along with
other statistical data dating from the mid-1980's. The Centre
has now begun to collect county annals as well. Also falling
within the scope of the Centre's concern are books and periodi-
cals on China which have come from every country in the
world, translations of Chinese periodicals, broadcasts edited in
England and America, and English translations of Chinese daily
papers. The library contains over 3,000 volumes in its English
section and over 20,000 in the Chinese section.

The Centre charges no fees for its services and no formal
application is required. The staff is also available to visiting
scholars should they need assistance in applying for visas, find-
ing living accommodations, or solving other such problems.
However, there is one unwritten law that scholars using the
Centre are asked to abide by, and that is that they give a lecture
at one of the seminar luncheons. These generally take place

Most of them seem to have entered this field with
a genuine attraction for the culture, traditions
and history of the Chinese people.

semi-monthly and attract people in the same area of studies.
These tend to stimulate some interesting discussions. Last year
a grant from the American Council of Learned Societies made
it possible to invite a number of distinguished scholars to give
lectures at the Centre. Now well-known in their field, most of
these scholars had previously studied at the Centre. Recalling
those early days, they were filled with nostalgia, and they had
the pleasant feeling of having returned to the place that nurtured
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their youthful ideals.

Located in the academic environment of the Chinese Uni-
versity, the Centre is able to make optimum use of its resources,
which are placed at the disposal not only of the faculty and
students of the University, but also serve other colleges and
universities as well. Beginning last year, in addition to scholars
and post-graduate students from Hong Kong and abroad, limited
access to the Centre has now been given to undergraduates of
the University. At the same time, the Centre's own administra-
tion has been improved greatly through the support of other
University departments, especially the library. Most comforting
has been the fact that the Centre now no longer has to worry
about seeking financial help. The days of struggling to survive
and endless searching for outside support are over. At the same
time, the need for Hong Kong to increase her understanding of
China becomes more and more evident as the time for her return
to Chinese sovereignty draws near. It would indeed have been a
tragedy to be without a suitable library of Chinese research
materials at this time. Neither the Hong Kong government nor
its academic institutions has ever intended to establish a China
Study Centre in Hong Kong, but having been given one fully
formed and ready-made is indeed a gift from heaven.

China scholars enjoying an Universities Service Centre outing.



