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Stuck in some very old ruts
Americans took notice last month when Democratic leader Nancy Pelosi became the first woman speaker of the House of Representatives. She is hardly the only American woman to reach a prominent public position: Condoleezza Rice is the second female secretary of state, and Harvard University has its first female president. But it was clearly a novelty. 

Here in Hong Kong, we take it for granted that many leading public figures are women. Rita Fan Hsu Lai-tai has been Legislative Council president since 1997. Only one-sixth of legislators are female, but I bet if you ask people to list lawmakers, half the names would be women. Everyone associates Audrey Eu Yuet-mee with the law, Selina Chow Liang Shuk-yee with tourism or retail business, Chan Yuen-han with workers' rights and Emily Lau Wai-hing with press freedom. It is not exaggerating to say these women are community icons. 

The civil service has for a long time produced female high-fliers, partly because in the 1960s a junior official named Anson Chan Fang On-sang fought for equal treatment for women in government. She later, of course, rose to chief secretary. Regina Ip Lau Suk-yee became secretary for security. Today, Fanny Law Fan Chiu-fun heads the Independent Commission Against Corruption and Denise Yue Chung-yee is secretary for the civil service. 

These are all highly successful people. Unlike some Americans with their new House speaker, we don't even notice their gender, and I think this is something Hong Kong can be proud of. Many places in Asia have one or two women in high-ranking positions in public life, but only in Hong Kong do they hold such a large proportion of high-profile jobs. On top of that, a survey has just shown that the majority of local millionaires are women. 

However, this doesn't stop Hong Kong from being a rigid and conservative society. People cling to old education methods that concentrate on rote learning and examinations. Religious and other groups make a huge fuss when something they consider immoral appears on television or in a magazine. Neighbourhoods oppose the construction of mosques, columbariums and Aids clinics. 

There is a lot of resistance to the idea of donating body organs. I know this because I have worked in the Legislative Council and with Hospital Authority officials to find ways to increase our very low organ-donation rate. People who want to donate organs often have their wishes overturned by surviving relatives. Outdated ideas cause lives to be lost every year. 

We face the threat of bird flu, yet some people oppose centralised chicken slaughtering on the grounds that chilled meat won't taste quite as good as fresh. We have people importing captured wild birds from distant areas where there could be infection, simply so they can release them as part of a religious ritual. 

There are subjects no one even wants to think or talk about. Mental illness is a problem in Hong Kong largely because people refuse to face the fact that it exists. People avoid treatment because of outdated attitudes in families or the workplace. As for issues like gay marriage or discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation, few politicians or officials will go near them for fear of criticism. Meanwhile, we have no pro-life versus pro-choice debate about abortion: the subject seems to be simply ignored. 

Seen this way, Hong Kong is not such a progressive or open-minded society after all. We like to think we have a wide range of opinion, but our political and other debates are rarely based on values or ideals. The split between pro-Beijing and pro-democrat is about symbolism as much as fundamental principles. Different factions and sectors focus on making others look bad or grabbing something for themselves. 

Even if some Americans find a woman in high office unusual, they are far less set in their ways than we are. And I think the same can increasingly be said about the mainland. This is not a political or economic problem. But it is something for community leaders of both sexes to think about.

