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Fig. 2:  
Deer antler pill  
that claimed to  
treat neurasthenia,  
Wah Kiu Yat Po  
華僑日報,  
1 February 1960.  
(Photo: author’s 
collection)
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complicated picture. Patients frequently 
relapsed, treatment centers struggled with 
violence and overcrowding, and staff found 
themselves caught between ideals of care 
and the realities of control. The goal was 
not simply to cure addiction but to reshape 
addicts into moral, productive citizens – able 
to work, conform, and reintegrate into 
society. These institutions blurred the line 
between welfare and discipline, highlighting 
the uneasy role of medicine in the final 
decades of colonial rule.

Alongside the expansion of psychiatry, 
another story unfolded – not in official 
reports, but in newspapers, street-level 
pharmacies, and the clinics of traditional 
healers. During this period, the diagnosis 
of “neurasthenia” – once popular in 19th-
century Euro-American psychiatry – found a 
second life in Hong Kong. Though Western-
trained psychiatrists had largely abandoned 
the term by the 1950s, it remained widely 
used by Chinese medicine practitioners and 
patients themselves. Neurasthenia, with its 
broad symptoms of fatigue, irritability, and 
bodily weakness, offered a culturally familiar 
way to express emotional distress without the 
stigma of mental illness.

My second strand of research explores 
how neurasthenia was commercialized in 
postwar Hong Kong [Fig. 2]. Advertisements 
for proprietary medicines promised to “restore 
nerves,” while popular self-help manuals 
framed the condition using a mix of Chinese 
medical idioms and biomedical vocabulary. 
Neurasthenia was described as a disease of 
modern life, brought on by fast-paced living, 
crowded housing, and social pressures. In 
this context, traditional Chinese medicine 
practitioners positioned themselves as experts 
in mental health, even as official psychiatry 
viewed them as unscientific or obsolete.

These dynamics were not unique to Hong 
Kong. Across Asia, neurasthenia has persisted 
as a common diagnosis – especially in Taiwan, 
mainland China, and among overseas Chinese 
communities – long after it disappeared 
from Western psychiatric classifications. 
Its continued use raises broader questions 
about how mental illness is understood in 
non-Western contexts: how symptoms are 
framed, which institutions people trust, and 
how medical categories travel and adapt 
across cultural and political borders.

In this sense, Hong Kong offers a useful 
lens to revisit larger themes in the study of 
Asia: colonial legacies, medical pluralism, and 
the politics of health. It sits at a crossroads 
between Chinese cultural traditions and 
British administrative structures, between 
regional migration and global medicine. The 
city’s psychiatric history is not only shaped 
by local conditions, but also by the Cold 
War, developmentalism, and decolonization. 
Its story reflects how global ideas of mental 
health were interpreted, contested, and 
reconfigured in specific Asian contexts.

As I continue this research, I find myself 
returning to questions that extend beyond the 
archive. How do people navigate systems that 
claim to heal, yet also surveil? And how might 
the history of psychiatry help us understand 
the present – not only in Hong Kong, but in 
other postcolonial societies still grappling  
with the inherited infrastructures of empire? 
These histories of medicine and madness,  
I believe, are not only about the past – they 
offer insights into the current global mental 
health crisis.
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The use of ‘youth’ as an analytical 
lens in historical research on 
Hong Kong remains relatively 

underdeveloped. This approach offers a 
productive framework for re-examining 
state-society relations under colonial 
rules. Examining how ‘age’ intersected 
with other social categories, such as 
race and gender, allows historians to 
develop a more nuanced understanding 
of how young people were influenced 
by and responded to colonial policies 
and institutions. Following the Second 
World War, Hong Kong was a ‘young’ 
city. By the 1960s, nearly half of its 
population was under fifteen years old 
due to the significant influx of immigrants 
from mainland China and the post-war 
baby boom. This drastic increase in 
the youthful population and their dire 
socio-economic conditions ensured 
youth became a concern of the colonial 
state as never before. Nevertheless, 
historians of Hong Kong have not fully 
explored the topic of governance of youth 
and youth experience in the postwar 
colony. Likewise, Hong Kong is absent 
in the existing scholarship on the global 
history of youth. My research seizes 
the opportunity presented by this gap 
and aims to investigate the relationship 
between youth and colonial governance 
through different case studies. My MPhil 
research focused on the Girl Guide 
movement in colonial Hong Kong, and 
my ongoing PhD project examines a 
broader scope of governance of youth in 
postwar Hong Kong. The following section 
provides an overview of each project  
in more detail.

 My MPhil thesis, “Guiding the Youth 
of the Colony: The Girl Guide Movement 
in Hong Kong, 1916-1997,” traced the 
transformation of the Girl Guide movement 
in colonial Hong Kong from a British 
middle-class youth activity to a popular 
youth movement that engaged Chinese 
girls of different social backgrounds. 
Drawing on underexamined official Girl 
Guide publications and documents, it 
argued that the Hong Kong Girl Guide 

movement was significant 
to colonial governance as 
it provided a platform for 
colonial collaboration across 
different generations and 
races. To break the traditional 
top-down narrative in imperial 
history that often overlooks 
the historical experience of 
women and girls, I examined 
memoirs and collected 
and conducted oral history 
interviews to uncover girls’ 
motivation in participating in 
the Girl Guide movement and 
its impacts on their lives. Their 
accounts revealed that girls 
were able to gain a sense of 

Fig. 1 (above):  
A Government Poster  
to encourage young 
people to joined 
uniformed youth  
groups. HKSAR. 

Fig. 2 (right):  
Child learns English 
on a street ferry, 
1984, photograph by 
Nigel Spry. (Image 
courtesy of University 
of Bristol Library, 
Special Collections 
(DM3263/1/1/13))

the international representation of Hong 
Kong youth. Specifically, I examine how the 
colonial state worked in partnership with 
voluntary associations and international 
actors, and also how the influence of the 
United States and Communist China shaped 
the development of youth welfare in Hong 
Kong. My initial research findings suggest 
that there was a transnational network 
of training for youth workers, highlighting 
how Hong Kong was interconnected with 
Britain, the United States, and Southeast 
Asia in shaping its governance of youth. 
Thus, my research situates the case study of 
Hong Kong in conversation with three major 
strands in the historical writing of youth, 
including literatures on juvenile delinquency 
in the colonial context, youth leisure in 
relation to governance, and the global 
politics of youth in the Cold War era. 

All in all, my projects employ ‘youth’ as 
an analytical lens to understand colonialism 
in Hong Kong, while at the same time 
putting the story of Hong Kong into the 
global history of youth. Through examining 
the ways in which Hong Kong’s young 
people engaged with the government and 
youth organizations, my work aims to reveal 
how Hong Kong was deeply interconnected 
with global networks beyond its metropole. 
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achievement through the movement, and 
this further motivated them to organize Girl 
Guide training voluntarily for the younger 
generation. 

One significant finding was the connection 
between the Hong Kong Girl Guide movement 
and Cold War politics in Asia. I argued that 
both the colonial government and the United 
States supported Girl Guiding in Hong Kong 
as a preferable youth leisure activity that 
shaped law-abiding citizens and countered 
communist influence. American funding 
played a key role in bridging local girls with 
the ‘free world’ while also making Hong Kong 
a strategic site for propagating the movement 
to Southeast Asia. As such, this study not only 
highlighted the importance of the movement 
in facilitating local governance in Hong 
Kong but also contributed to the broader 
scholarship on Girl Guiding within and 
beyond the British Empire. 

My PhD project expands the discussion 
from one single youth organization to the 
broader area of colonial youth welfare from 
1945 to the 1970s. The central research 
question is: how were young people in 
Hong Kong governed against a backdrop of 
local unrest, decolonization, and Cold War 
tensions in Asia? To answer this, my project 
explores three key areas: the construction 
and management of juvenile delinquency, 
the regulation of youth leisure through the 
Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups and 
the Duke of Edinburgh's Award scheme, and 
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