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growing drug trafficking and addiction crises. China hoped to abate the West’s narcotics industry,

but instead the conflict resulted in the ceding of Hong Kong Island to the British in 1842 with the

Treaty of Nanking (M. Chan 1- 
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Part of what makes Hong Kong distinguishable is the cha chaan teng. Paradoxically,

these tea cafés/local diners are both a reminder of the pervasiveness of British colonialism and a

celebration of Hong Kong identity as being autonomous from the rest of China. Cha chaan tengs

are fundamentally emblematic of the region’s socioeconomic challenges. They first appeared in

the 1930s (Lo 57) as ice rooms known as bing sutts and were favourable among the working

class, who typically did not have access to refrigeration (Woodley 1–2). Similarly, cha chaan 

tengs sought to take certain luxuries that Hong Kongers could not readily afford and offer a 

hybridized experience. Ingredients imported with the British, such as tea, milk, and butter, were 

expensive, so Western recipes had to be adapted. English milk tea, traditionally a Black tea drink 

mixed with fresh milk, was made Hong Kong style by combining different tea leaves and using 

evaporated or sweetened condensed milk instead. Meanwhile, lard substituted butter in European 

bread and pastry techniques. Egg tarts and pineapple buns are riffs on custard tarts and the 

standard bread roll respectively (S. Chan 316–317). Japanese influence can be found in cha 

chaan tengs as well through specialty ramen and udon noodle dishes (315). Now, these dishes, 

among others, are “officially declared as Hong Kong’s intangible cultural heritage” (318), 

exemplifying the ability of global fusion cuisine to “symbolically challenge the structure of 

colonial domination” (318). Be that as it may, under colonial systems in Hong Kong, cha chaan 

tengs were inherently for the outcasts of society. From the elite point of view, the communal 

seating and lack of table settings (Lo 63) were improper and represented a downgrade in civility, 

despite the fact that “there is at least one in every neighbourhood” (S. Chan 314), denoting the 

necessity and popularity of cha chaan tengs. Indeed, “local blue-collar reliance on the cheap 

Canto-Western cafes peaked during the 1997 financial crisis that coincided with Hong Kong’s
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return to China from British rule” (Gaskell 5). The preference towards cha chaan tengs, as 

opposed to other affordable Asian restaurants, illuminates Hong Kongers’ (sub)conscious 

identity formation detached from mainland China. Cha chaan tengs are a physical and symbolic 

token of Hong Kong’s resistance to assimilation. As financial strain continues to affect the 

beloved cha chaan tengs, the communal foodscape is even more relevant today.

Changing foodscapes

Gentrification, a product of modern capitalism with ties to discriminatory practices of

displacement and gatekeeping, is altering foodways around the world. In Hong Kong, this can be

seen through the cultural shifts at cha chaan tengs. According to Gaskell:

Aside from their eclectic charm, cha chaan tengs have in large part remained popular

because of their affordability. But now, as rents increase citywide, seemingly with no

ceiling in sight, the modest cafes have raised prices to keep their doors open. (12)

Once again, Hong Kongers are being marginalized by city planners and developers. The threat to

culture is borderline oppression, as it attempts to homogenize ways of life while simultaneously

eliminating the most celebrated aspects of Hong Kong lifestyle. Through interviews with various

cha chaan teng owners, Gaskell and Chow et al. emphasize the multi and intergenerational

connectivity to Hong Kong identity at stake with the disappearance or mutilation of cha chaan

tengs. Gaskell describes the rolling egg, a simple poached egg dish and cha chaan teng staple

during times of economic hardship, before her interviewee reports that “some customers still

order it, but he isn’t sure whether it is out of necessity or nostalgia” (16). Cha chaan tengs have

become reliant on “ritual, nostalgia, and the warmth of familiarity in a city in flux - caught
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between its Sino-British past and its entrance into China’s panoply of prized Chinese megacities”

(27) in order to survive. However, sentimentality is starting to fade too. Chow et al. attribute this

to unpreserved collective memory within the younger generations, who do not fully understand

or value the history behind cha chaan tengs (30). Rather, “many young people like fast food

shops more and think that these ‘cha chaan teng’ are dirty and not trendy” (27). Such attitudes

illustrate the work of social hate. Fear of ostracism or being left out of society is fostering 
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