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			Note on abbreviations

			 

			Abbreviations are the bane of books on China; unlike the other acronyms like “USA” or “NATO”, they don’t roll off the tongue. But however inelegant, there are unavoidable if one wants to avoid repeating “Special Autonomous Region” and still remain accurate. Here are the commonly used abbreviations employed in the book:

			 

			HKSAR: Hong Kong Special Aministrative Region

			 
PRC: People’s Republic of China

			 

			CCP: The Chinese Communist Party

			 

			SCNPC: Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress

			 

			RMB: Renminbi, China’s official currency

			 

			SARS: Severe acute respiratory syndrome
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			Introduction

		

		
			 

			Stories with a grand narrative can join the past and the future. They can motivate a community to believe and act. A good story can even persuade others that someone or something is special and, even though they may not have a direct stake in the outcome, they would nevertheless wish the protagonists well.

			Hong Kong had a good story in the run-up to 1997. Its people worked hard, and they had an indomitable spirit—they would surely triumph even under Chinese rule because they were well-governed. Hong Kong people were free to do what they wanted, especially in the pursuit of business under a capitalist-liberal environment, protected by a common law-based legal system. That story was the creation of the British, the former colonial master.

			The People’s Republic of China had its own story about Hong Kong. Britain snatched it from a weak China in the 19th century and the reunification of Hong Kong with the motherland in 1997 ended more than a century of national humiliation. Hong Kong would enjoy a “high degree of autonomy” as a “special administrative region” in China; it would be just as politically stable and economic prosperous as before due to China’s wise and pragmatic “one country, two systems” policy.

			Hong Kong people and the world bought those stories. The British version was what the international media focussed upon. Besides, China was modernising, and with economic advancement, the Chinese would become more “capitalistic”. Economic reform would lead to democratic change and China could well follow a “liberal democratic” path, as western powers sought to bring it into the global fold. The Tiananmen crackdown in 1989 was just a blip—the trend was for liberal democratic systems to win out in the end. Hong Kong’s freedoms would best be maintained and yearning for democracy fulfilled when China itself became free and democratic.

			Forty years on from when China started its modernisation in the post-Mao Zedong era and twenty years after the reunification, the British version of the Hong Kong story no longer holds. Hong Kong people are not so sure about themselves and their future seems less bright. The outside world also seems to find Hong Kong less interesting. Hong Kong has yet to create a new story that can inspire. The city and its people are stuck—they have no compelling narrative that joins the past and the future.

			Indeed, Britain’s story about Hong Kong is over. Beijing’s story about Hong Kong has its own perspective. Only Hong Kong can create its own story that can make sense of its past, explain the present and give a believable yet inspirational picture of the future that can command broad popular support.

			It is for Hong Kong to make sense of its perceived trials and tribulations to enable its own people and others to understand the amazing journey the protagonist is on. It should be a story with universal appeal that weaves in the uniqueness of the place, its people, their experiences and culture, their institutions—no longer within the simplistic dichotomy of “capitalism good” and “socialism bad” but against the backdrop of shifting global geopolitics in which China is a rising power, and western powers are questioning the global architecture they constructed post World War II.

			The new Hong Kong story is part of the core narrative of the city’s zeitgeist. It relates to history, affiliations, emotions, nationalism, partisan distinctions, class and the emerging global future. Our primary aim is to advance the construction of this story. We hope it rings true. There is no shame in a patriotism that loves a flawed nation and wanting to contribute to its betterment. A successful new narrative will confer greater meaning on everyday lives in Hong Kong, a city we love.

		

		
			q

		

		
			 

			Phoenix reborn

		

		
			 

			Hong Kong is anxious—it has been for a long time: there is an uneasy perception, which mixes blame and anger, that someone has got things wrong. This deep sense of misgiving, and fear, is blocking deliberation, preventing cooperation and poisoning hope for Hong Kong people to pursue a collective future as a part of China with informed self-assurance.

			This unease is not without foundation. People are fearful that life in Hong Kong has changed or is changing for the worse, and that they and their children will not flourish as they might wish. Much of Hong Kong’s angst has to do with history rooted in the experience of post-World War II China, where Hong Kong had a long interlude as “British Hong Kong” that shielded the city from some of the mainland’s heart-breaking convulsions. Now that China is on the rise, Hong Kong people must reckon with its path to rejuvenation which should be a happy event. However, this is proving difficult—and, indeed, anxiety-filled because the China formula for success is not the one British Hong Kong had been tutored to believe would work. People thus feel their expectations are not being met or cannot be met. Hong Kong’s fear of “China” is coloured by nostalgia for a bygone era. 

			Popular anxiety and fear also have their basis in difficult problems, some of which—such as outrageously high housing prices—are locally based, while others are global in nature, such as the impact of globalised markets and growing gaps in inequality. 

			Furthermore, Hong Kong also has a political structure that was designed in the 1980s to fuse bits of the old colonial system together with a promise of increasingly relevant elections. These various problems are hard enough to resolve but when mixed with a deep anxiety about the “motherland”, the result is intense toxicity in Hong Kong’s public affairs. 

			First and foremost, Hong Kong needs to let go of its deep-seated fear about mainland China. Without doing so, Hong Kong will not be able to develop a new narrative for its future. The past was a work in progress—the future is what Hong Kong people can shape.

			 

			Borrowed place, borrowed time

			Hong Kong was famously described by Richard Hughes in the title of his 1968 book as a borrowed place living on borrowed time. This phrase aptly felt Hong Kong’s anxiety pulse—there was a historical debt to be settled. Hong Kong was grabbed from China in the 19th century and it would have to be returned one day.

			The clock was always ticking—the 99-year New Territories lease would expire on 30 June 1997. Although nominally ceded in perpetuity, Hong Kong Island and Kowloon would have to be turned over as well, for China did not recognise the “unfair treaties” that had been forced upon Qing dynasty China. 

			The British weaved a revised story about Hong Kong that was interesting and exciting for the West. Colonial Hong Kong was where “East met West”: a freewheeling capitalist community on the doorstep of “Red China”. Hong Kong was as colourful as communist China was dour. The perfect place to do business and the trendsetter for Asia through its films, television series, pop-music and fashion, it was also the place to go to witness the economic success of a Chinese community living under benevolent British administration, where people enjoyed British-style liberties under the rule of the common law. Politics was supposedly not a big deal—everyone was too busy making money. 

			 

			Recalling British Hong Kong

			The experience of the West with the rest of the world was shaped by empire building. Nineteenth-century imperialism saw the industrialising powers colonise vast tracts of the world to secure extended territory, natural resources and markets. Hong Kong’s role, among Britain’s vast global holdings, was as a foothold to expand trade with China. Article III of the Treaty of Nanking, which ceded Hong Kong Island in 1842, was explicit about Hong Kong’s convenience for British traders to “careen and refit their ships and keep stores for that purpose”.

			Commercial efficiency required the British to build new physical infrastructure, establish a familiar legal system, create a policing system to enforce colonial rule, enable a “free” English press to report on commercial information, and to set-up a civil service to manage colonial affairs. Much of the administrative work was done by English-educated locals but policy-making rested with British officials. English, naturally, was the official language.

			Colonialism was never meant to be a fair and just system for all. Colonies were there to contribute to British wealth and power. Locals were subjugated. But it was best that the costly administration did not impose a burden on the British treasury. The Chinese elite—many of whom were trading partners of the British—were expected to contribute to caring for the poor in the general community. Thus, the wealthy formed charities to provide basic services for the Chinese population. Government-funded social and welfare services tended to come relatively late in the day, with nine years of free, universal education, for example, only arriving in 1978.

			 

			In fact, Hong Kong always had plenty of politics. The administration had to deal with British business interests. Whitehall had to deal with China, and changing geopolitics were always important to Britain. The Chinese population of Hong Kong was also a matter of concern. The British were always wary of latent nationalist tendencies. Britain and China had an understanding that the warring factions of Chinese politics—the communists and nationalists—would not use Hong Kong to fight things out. The British had tough security laws to nip trouble in the bud. 

			 

			End of British Hong Kong

			In the early 1980s, China decided to take Hong Kong back. After many rounds of negotiations, an agreement—the Sino-British Joint Declaration—was reached in 1984 to restore the entirety of British Hong Kong to China upon the expiry of the New Territories lease. China committed to an as yet untried policy of “one country, two systems” under which Hong Kong would enjoy “a high degree of autonomy” in its day-to-day affairs.

			The British wanted world opinion to be on their side—Whitehall’s narrative was that Britain had done everything possible to secure a robust post-1997 agreement for Hong Kong. The treaty referred to “elections”, which was supposed to be the beacon guaranteeing “a high degree of autonomy” post-1997, the details for which would be spelled out in a mini-constitution to be promulgated by China.

			 

			China, the ogre

			The Hong Kong story of the transition period was that this jewel—crafted by the British for over 150 years with the crucial help of its remarkably diligent population—was being handed back to communist China, a comparatively backward country in economic terms. In 1984, China’s per capita GDP was less than 5% of that of this amazing city.

			Hong Kong people were unsure whether things would work out.

			China’s turbulent history of communism and revolution, and its poverty in the early 1980s, left Hong Kong people extremely anxious about the future. Hundreds of thousands—mainly people with means and professional qualifications—emigrated or obtained foreign passports as insurance, especially after the Tiananmen crackdown in 1989. Communist China seemed like an ogre with fearsome politics.

			 

			The perfect allegory and the albatross

			The Hong Kong story was in fact the perfect allegory of the larger geopolitical clashes of “capitalism vs. communism”, “democracy vs. authoritarianism”, and “freedom vs. control”. It was, in other words, an allegory of the desirable West and undesirable East.

			The problem with that line of thinking for Hong Kong—as it was destined to be reunified with the People’s Republic of China—is that it essentially pitched what Hong Kong represented against what mainland China represented. Communism would never, or at least could not been seen to, succeed. The West was “free” and “rich” and China was “oppressive” and “poor”. 

			The British Hong Kong narrative concluded that for “one country, two systems” to work, Hong Kong needed to be able to stand apart from the mainland or even resist it. Achieving universal suffrage elections for the chief executive and all legislators of the new Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) became the bellwether indicator for the health of post-1997 Hong Kong. “Elections” also became the albatross around Hong Kong’s neck, as other socio-economic advances and progress were considered insufficient without universal suffrage. 

			 

			Creating a new narrative

			Deep in their hearts, people know the old British Hong Kong story has ended. Attempts to instill a new narrative have so far not worked. In 2004, for example, scholars and professionals put forward a set of Hong Kong’s “core values” to emphasise elements of public life that Hong Kong people felt they had and wanted to advance, such as freedom, rule of law, transparency, justice and inclusiveness. While no one disagreed, they were not meant to create a narrative of the HKSAR functioning within “one country”. Indeed, the core values were there to emphasise the differences and incompatibility of the “two systems”. 

			Another type of recasting Hong Kong focussed mainly on is its business prowess, such as the HKSAR government promoting Hong Kong as the “super-connector” for the world with China; and Time Magazine’s “Nylonkong”, a combination of New York-London-Hong Kong as the most influential regional hubs. These ideas did not create a new narrative for the HKSAR as they were too narrowly focussed.

			The new narrative will need to combine the obvious and subtle aspects of Hong Kong that makes it such a singular place, from its strategic geography to its history and deep culture that is linked with that of China, and especially South China. Its journey within the history of modern China is a compelling one, including its oft-forgotten role in the history of the Chinese Communist Party.

			Hong Kong’s contribution to Chinese and world cultures through its food, heritage and the arts should not be overlooked, nor its prowess in business. The new narrative requires the various stakeholders to plumb deep to discover Hong Kong’s true essence and to highlight its diversity as a contribution to China and the world rather than something that sets it apart from the Chinese experience. The new narrative cannot just focus on politics, as there is more to Hong Kong than that. The Hong Kong phoenix will be reborn only by the Hong Kong people reaching deep within themselves.
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			China as it is

		

		
			  

			China is a giant in every sense: it is a very large country with enormous diversity; it has a very long history and a very large population.

			Governing China has always presented many challenges. Hong Kong people know this, as their cultural roots are Chinese. They know most Chinese dynasties collapsed because of concurrent domestic rebellion and foreign invasion. They know China’s encounter with the “West” in the 19th and 20th centuries traumatised the nation. Hong Kong people also know that what happened then is still fresh in the minds of national leaders today because China is having to make up for lost time as it strives to achieve modernity.

			Chinese leaders’ fear about the double whammy of internal unrest and foreign intrusion drives their thinking about national security. These concerns cannot be dismissed out of hand. “One country” gives Hong Kong a role in and responsibility for national security, including with respect to the HKSAR.

			It is worth reprising why the birth of British Hong Kong was so painful for China at the time before considering how Hong Kong may contribute to the nation. “One country” can be used as a practical playbook to better understand the forces at play, which may offer Hong Kong a roadmap for thinking through its relations with the mainland, aimed at creating a new narrative for itself to recharge energy and hope for the future.

			 

			The experience of trauma

			The preamble to the history of modern China starts with drug trafficking that led to the First Opium War (1839-42). In The Opium War: Drugs, Dreams, and the Making of Modern China, her definitive history of the period, Julia Lovell wrote that this was the “traumatic inauguration of the country’s modern history”. The birth of British Hong Kong was the initial blow.

			From the 1750s to the 1780s, Britain and other European powers ran increasingly larger trade deficits with China due to the huge popular demand for Chinese tea, porcelain and silk, for which the Chinese would only accept silver. Few western goods generated demand in China. The British were keen to reduce the deficit and enterprising merchants began foisting opium on the Chinese. By the early 1800s, the opium trade had grown to an extent that the deficits started to reverse.

			Opium is addictive; the increasing consumption had serious financial and social consequences, especially in southern China where the British based their commercial operations in Canton (Guangzhou). The British claimed “free trade” rules must be applied so as to force the trade on China in the face of Chinese bans and demands to surrender stock; trumped-up atrocities egged the British government on to protect their countrymen and defend national honour. In 1839, China imposed a trade embargo on Britain and the Qing authorities confiscated huge quantities of the drug and destroyed it publicly. Britain’s response was to amass an expeditionary force for a punch-up. Battles were fought up-and-down China’s coast. The final battle ended in 1842 after the British occupied Shanghai and sailed up the Yangtze River, pushing inland.

			This defeat marked the start of China’s “Century of Humiliation”. The infamous Treaty of Nanking required China to pay heavy war reparations in silver; five ports were forced open for trade, tariffs were abolished, and westerners were exempted from Chinese law in treaty ports. The British grabbed Hong Kong Island and made it a free port.

			To demand better trading terms still, Britain and France waged and won the Second Opium War against China (1856-60). The magnificent Old Summer Palace in Beijing was pillaged and burnt, leaving yet another deep wound in the Chinese psyche. Apart from paying heavy war reparations in silver, China was forced to grant more trading rights still to the western powers, allow the opium trade, and cede Kowloon to Britain.

			Predatory foreign powers continued to make land grabs in China. The British, wishing to maintain their pre-eminent position, extracted a 99-year lease of the New Territories from the waning Qing government in 1898. 

			The period after 1842, during which various treaties and conventions that ceded land to the western powers and gave foreigners extraterritorial privileges, is regarded by both CCP and Chinese in general as an era when China “degenerated” from an independent country into a “semi-colony”.

			 

			Cheated again

			The Qing dynasty fell in 1911. China embraced republicanism. During World War I, China sent 140,000 non-combatant labourers to provide vital support to the allies. Many died or were injured. China had reasonable expectations that their positive contribution during the war would be recognised in 1919 at the Paris Peace Conference by the victorious powers.

			The young and fragile Chinese Republic wanted more than anything to take back the German colony at Jiaozhou Bay, created in 1898, which included the settlement at Qingdao, in Shandong Province. Instead, the Treaty of Versailles gave Japan this territory in Shandong while the British took over Germany’s other colonies in China. The Chinese delegates in Paris were so angry that they refused to sign the treaty.

			China had been cheated, betrayed and bullied. What happened in Paris triggered the 1919 May Fourth Movement in China; students and intellectuals were bitterly disappointed and called for national renewal so that China would not be humiliated again. A sense of nationalism swelled.

			 

			Hong Kong’s point of departure

			The people of Hong Kong know all that.

			The Republican era was a mix of contending regional warlords and alien powers jockeying for advantage. The country was a wreck. The point of departure for many people in Hong Kong had to do with the adoption of Communism as the mainland’s political ideology, which is referred to today as “socialism with Chinese characteristics”.

			China went through many more trials and tribulations, including World War II and fighting Japan, before the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) won the civil war and established the People’s Republic China as a unified state in 1949.

			Winning was hard, but governing was harder still. The CCP had to govern a broken China. Its overarching priority was to protect the brittle People’s Republic. What China had experienced in its past showed Chinese leaders that statehood was something fragile and could be lost, even in times of peace.

			Whatever one thinks of Mao Zedong, he changed the trajectory of the nation. It was under his leadership that a fragmented China was consolidated, and the fledgling state safeguarded. Hence, official-speak still credits Mao with being “70% good” despite enormous mistakes in the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution that destroyed so much and devastated so many lives. Those who escaped the mainland, including to Hong Kong, felt fortunate; Maoism was not something they wanted to embrace. 

			The “one country, two systems” solution for post-1997 Hong Kong recognised that painful legacy.

			 

			Stability and rejuvenation

			With Mao’s death in 1976, China embarked on reforms that have since the 1980s put the country on a steady development path. It is today the second largest economy in the world. Hong Kong people are intimately familiar with that experience because Hong Kong played a part in turning the mainland into a manufacturing giant as soon as business could set up factories across the border. China’s development since then has been extraordinary by any measure.

			China’s journey of national rejuvenation has its roots in the past. The West’s interest in China remains trade and profit and it is grudging in its recognition of China’s achievement in pulling its vast population out of dire poverty; “socialism with Chinese characteristics” is not supposed to succeed against “capitalism-cum-liberal-democracy”. This enmity against the Chinese system is born out of fear—that a non-western ideological and political alternative could succeed to deliver development for a very large population in a major country within a relatively short period of time.

			 

			Hong Kong and national betterment

			Despite the passage of time, the experience of colonialism and subjugation remain relevant to many problems and dangers today in world affairs. Colonialism created a global hierarchy of economic, military and cultural power whose impact endures. 

			Colonialism imparted some benefits along with its ills. These benefits were not, however, evenly distributed: while China paid much of the price, Hong Kong reaped much of the benefit in the form of such institutions as its courts and universities, a professional civil service, the English language, prosperity and close relations with the English-speaking world. Hong Kong is therefore uniquely well-positioned and perhaps uniquely obliged to help the erstwhile colonised and colonisers reconcile their views of the past and work together towards for a future of more equal benefit. This could be a part of a new narrative to improve deliberation about China, as well as East-West relations. Hong Kong should be an expert on the mainland’s development experience and its political system and thus be the primary international translator of how it works. Some foreign universities and think tanks specialise in such studies, but Hong Kong has actual experience under colonialism and with its Chinese sensibilities, could be a preeminent “East-West” decoder. 

			Mainland official-speak is not easy for the world to take in—Hong Kong can unscramble it. This is not about promoting propaganda but rather to recognise that there is much about the Chinese system that would add to world knowledge. 

			There is even a case for Hong Kong to be the international centre for learning about the history of CCP: it is after all a riveting subject of scholarship. 
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			Hong Kong as it is

		

		
			 

			Identity is the image—background, experience, culture, values—people have of themselves. It forms over time and changes usually occur gradually. The collective nature of Hong Kong’s unique experience defines it and differentiates it from other places and its people from other people.

			Identity has socio-political implications. The most treasured aspects of the local identity to Hong Kong people are not economic in nature. Previous attempts to frame the values and capabilities of the HKSAR in economic terms, such as it being a business connector, did not resonate. Hong Kong people fear being subsumed within the vastness and ambition of the People’s Republic, which is why the promotion of the Greater Bay Area and Belt and Road Initiatives are met with ambivalence.

			Nevertheless, there is no need for Hong Kong to define its identity in opposition to that of the mainland; yet it is for Hong Kong to ensure that it invests in itself so that its place in the sun within “one country” is assured among the many identities that make up “China”. 

			It should, with over two decades as the HKSAR, by now be possible to reconcile the different aspects of Hong Kong and mainland identities to create mutual enrichment within “one country”. The promotion of regional identities and diversities need not challenge national unity and territorial integrity. Indeed, Hong Kong’s unique situation offers it a leadership opportunity in working out just how to do this. The world is now much more interested in China and there is much to be interested in; there is a role for Hong Kong in supplying nuance.

			Herein lies, in other words, Hong Kong’s soft power; its possibilities and opportunities lie in the unpacking of elements of the Hong Kong identity, which distinguishes Hong Kong people from people elsewhere in China, and which form the basis of Hong Kong’s historical strength as a trendsetter. There are points of convergence and divergence with mainland identities, the understanding of which can help to ease Hong Kong’s anxiety about its own status. The key point, however, is that Hong Kong people need to have the confidence in themselves to invest time and effort in the pursuit of excellence, which will give them the ability to stand tall as part of the nation, as well as internationally.

			 

			The north-south divide

			China is diverse, and so are its people. Their identities have long been shaped by geography, history, appearance, language and cuisine—and stereotypes abound. Hong Kong is one unique part of that diversity. There is a well-recognised basic distinction between north and south with the Yangtze River being the divider. Hong Kong people can choose to be exemplars in southern Chinese history, arts, culture and heritage, for which they are already a major shaper and trendsetter.

			There are many points of cultural convergence between Hong Kong and the mainland, especially with Guangdong since Hong Kong’s roots are there. Hong Kong’s long and intense dose of British colonialism and western influence represented a major historical departure. The Cantonese language and culture in Hong Kong diverged from that in Guangdong due to political separation. Putonghua became the official standardised language along with the use of simplified characters, which was another diverging experience between Hong Kong and the mainland.

			While Chinese nationalism was actively damped down in Hong Kong by the British, cultural practices endured. Hong Kong felt fortunate that they did not go through the communist make-over from 1949. Indeed, it was a blessing for the Chinese people that their traditions survived through Chinese communities outside the mainland when the mainland went through a period of cultural repudiation. Moreover, a whole new vocabulary was created to express Marxist-Leninist ideas accompanied by political imageries. Hong Kong found it hard to accept mainland official-speak, symbols and images. They were wholly alien to Hong Kong because, as an adjunct of the West, British Hong Kong had no interest in the communist-socialist project. Post-1997, Hong Kong does not have the privilege to ignore mainland politics. It needs to take an active interest in understanding them to enhance its contribution the betterment of “one country”.

			Nevertheless, Hong Kong needs a strategy and narrative to play that role. It has more freedom than the mainland, and it has a sense of cosmopolitanism that can be expanded further; and it has both a national and a world stage on which to showcase itself.

			Hong Kong should be the trendsetter.

			 

			Language

			Language is closely tied to identity. There are not only many variants of Chinese—usually but not always correctly referred to as “dialects”—but also the use of the same variant can be quite different. Thus, Cantonese differs between native Cantonese speakers from Guangdong, Guangxi, Hong Kong and among the overseas Chinese communities. Language is “alive” and changing all the time. Hong Kong Cantonese developed its own accent, inventiveness and irreverence, something captured for decades in regionally influential and popular music, film and television

			Language is also tied to politics. Putonghua—or “Mandarin” overseas—and the simplified characters introduced in the People’s Republic in the 1950s, represent the mainland system to Hong Kong people, especially to the younger generations, who fear a zero-sum game in which their own local Cantonese language and identity will be lost. Yet Hong Kong people can surely handle the national language. The older generations learnt it through business dealings on the mainland and younger folks have been learning it at school for some years. It’s only a matter of willingness to use it.

			Although the value of English is almost universally recognised, the younger generations have yet to see Putonghua as a major tool they should master. All practical uses aside and perhaps contrary to conventional wisdom, mastery of the national language will in fact help maintain a local identity within “one country” because it will allow the promoting of Hong Kong Cantonese as an exceptionally creative way of using the Chinese language. Hong Kong can also find allies in this effort: the Shanghainese, for example, are no slouches in dialect playfulness. They too have a fear that Shanghainese could be forgotten, as Putonghua is the language of education nationwide. If the richness of the Chinese language family is to be preserved and cultivated, the local variants need active champions. 

			Languages, indeed, are windows into the soul of cultures and people. Young people in Hong Kong are fully capable of being trilingual (Cantonese, Putonghua and English) and biliterate (Chinese and English). Cosmopolitanism in the future will not be just about knowing the West.

			 

			Food 

			The exceptional quality of food and cuisine has always made eating in Guangdong a luxurious experience for the rest of China. Hong Kong is arguably still the mecca for Cantonese food. Since 1997, furthermore, there has been a greater diversity of other Chinese regional cuisines available here. Hong Kong has an enormous amount of food knowledge embedded in its population. 

			If Hong Kong folk continue to be adventurous in food creation and demand the highest quality across price ranges, Hong Kong can be a trendsetter, as has been the case with the Hong Kong-style café, which has spread across the mainland. Next in line is for Hong Kong to be the capital of sustainable consumption: great food that is healthy and environmentally sustainable, regionally-sourced, without waste—and with endangered species off the menu.

			 

			Arts and Culture 

			Hong Kong has often played the crucial role of being a refuge for artists who left the mainland during difficult times. While the colonial administration did not do much to promote arts and culture and arts education, Hong Kong has long been a centre for collectors of all kinds of Chinese antiques, arts and crafts and is now one of the centres of the global art market. In other words, Hong Kong has significant knowledge about many aspects of Chinese heritage that rests within the private sector. With many museums being built and better public and private sector funding, Hong Kong can become a major destination in arts scholarship. The possibilities are too many to list. 

			Hong Kong has barely scratched the surface of its soft power based on not only traditional Chinese arts but also contemporary expression. The ability of Hong Kong to fuse East-West ideas into new genres is widely acknowledged and local talent has made good in the world of movies and entertainment. Hong Kong’s “mojo” has not dried-up—it is just that a large pool of mainland Chinese and Asian talent is now competing internationally. Commercial possibilities are well-recognised—from the annual Art Basel Hong Kong and the presence of the international auction houses in the arts to continuing success in music and film—but it is for Hong Kong people themselves to invest time and effort in soft power pursuits and in the continuous struggle for the pursuit of excellence.
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			The basics of the law

		

		
			 

			The Basic Law of the HKSAR matters. The Sino-British Joint Declaration settled the diplomatic question of Hong Kong between Britain and China, but it is the Basic Law that guarantees Hong Kong’s “high degree of autonomy” and lifestyle. It reflects and embodies the conspicuous political-legal differences between the mainland, party-state, civil law system and the Hong Kong common law system and gives enormous leg-room for Hong Kong to manoeuvre, both domestically and in external affairs.

			It is commonly claimed that because the Basic Law is promulgated by China, and can be “interpreted” by the National People’s Congress (of which, more below), it gives China complete de jure and de facto control over Hong Kong. This view is, however, erroneous.

			The Basic Law is the pivotal legal product arising from the “one country, two systems” regime. That regime means that China’s writ does not run directly in Hong Kong. China can do hardly anything by mere fiat but must, in accordance with the Basic Law, work through Hong Kong institutions. Laws and funding must be passed by the Legislative Council; candidates for chief executive are selected by a committee of people who are appointed via local bodies and procedures; disputes must go through the courts and judges are similarly appointed through local procedures.

			This is not to say that the central government does not have influence; of course it does. But its influence, political and economic, is indirect and must work through local officials, institutions and public opinion. If it were otherwise, many things about Hong Kong would be different: a version of mainland anti-subversion and secession law would be in place; Hong Kong would not be East Asia’s international press and media hub; and Hong Kong people could legally be sent across the border based on mainland criminal law demands, for example.

			 

			Hong Kong enjoys extensive civic freedoms internally and can conduct a wide-range of external affairs (excluding diplomatic and military affairs) on the world stage. Hong Kong remains a member of many international bodies from the World Trade Organisation to the International Olympic Movement. Its government can open representative offices in other parts of the world and its officials (unlike mainland officials) can travel without restriction to promote Hong Kong. The head of government (chief executive) is chosen by an electoral college, and legislators are elected directly by universal suffrage and via functional constituencies in equal proportion. Full universal suffrage is possible when certain timelines and conditions are met. The Basic Law not only confers privileges and freedoms on Hong Kong that other regions in mainland China can scarcely dream of but a level of autonomy which exceeds that of some countries: it has, for example, control over its own currency, immigration and standards. 

			 Colonial Hong Kong, on the other hand, did not have a comparable constitutional document that spelt out in detail how British Hong Kong functioned. Laws, conventions and practices evolved over time with much borrowing from Britain.

			The relationship embodied in the Basic Law was new to both sides. The fact that the two systems are so different means that when they came into contact, strands had to be disentangled and re-established to create outcomes that both solved the problem at hand and provide an operable precedent for the future. However, based on the experience to date, there is a no convincing basis for Hong Kong to cast doubt on its own ability to navigate the differences between the “two systems” within “one country”.

			Hong Kong has also never had so many of its day-to-day functions spelt out in a constitution. As it was drafted in the mid-to-late 1980s, the drafters of the Basic Law distilled how British Hong Kong was operating at the time and sought essentially to preserve that system, as that was what was expected. Certain provisions preserved vested interests and constrained the HKSAR authorities in making certain policy decisions, for example with respect to small houses in the New Territories and functional constituencies representing specific interest groups.

			The experience in relationship-building and mutual familiarisation between Beijing and Hong Kong is important, even though Hong Kong regularly feels anxious about any point of contact with the mainland system. The fact is there were political issues to deal with—in particular, the extent of the Central People’s Government’s power over the HKSAR, and national security matters. With any such arrangement there must be an ultimate “constitutional umpire”. The Basic Law, in Article 158, assigns this role to the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress (SCNPC). Hong Kong’s Court of Final Appeal has endorsed this understanding of Article 158. Beijing has asserted its power whenever Hong Kong tried to test the boundaries—including passing a national anthem law in reaction to the crude disrespect shown by certain Hong Kong football fans showed in international matches when the anthem was played. Hong Kong’s anxiety about possibly weakening of the rule of law is tied to Beijing’s assertions of final authority.

			Hong Kong has an interest in demonstrating that diversity can contribute to national modernization and that its legal system is complementary to the mainland system—rather than something that is used to confront it. The experience of the past two decades has been regularly challenging —and genuinely valuable. A new constitutionality determining how a socialist system can permit and sustain a different sub-system has steadily emerged. The evolution of this constitutional relationship is an ongoing process, one whose success is of central importance to the HKSAR.

			 

			 

			Reality check

			In 2014, Beijing re-emphasised in a White Paper—which is how Beijing explains its policies—that the HKSAR is a creation of Chinese policy; Beijing has committed to the “one country, two systems” policy for at least the 50 years to 2047; and the national government has direct and comprehensive jurisdiction over Hong Kong. [Information Office of the State Council, “The Practice of the “One Country, Two Systems” Policy in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region”, June 2014.] Published in seven languages, it was also aimed at an international audience.

			This White Paper was a prelude to the introduction of significant—though limited—democratic reform: election of the HKSAR chief executive by universal suffrage in 2017 from candidates vetted by a nominating committee to ensure they were “patriotic”. In other words, while candidates could be quite different in how they charted Hong Kong’s local policies and day-to-day affairs, they would not pose a challenge to the central authorities and be a threat to national unity and territorial integrity. Beijing has zero tolerance for that and in its view, the key institutions of government in the HKSAR—the chief executive and the legislature—must not fall into hands of people who might turn Hong Kong into an anti-China base.

			Democracy activists wanted universal suffrage for the 2016 legislative and the 2017 chief executive elections without any vetting of the sort proposed. They organised campaigns that attracted many young people—and which eventually morphed into the 79-day-long Occupy and Umbrella Movements—to pressure Beijing, effectively ignoring its crucial role in deciding the pace and direction of electoral reforms in Hong Kong. Democracy activism killed the proposal—the legislature voted it down in 2015. Apart from halting political reform in the HKSAR, this decision also shut down the opportunity for China, for the first time since 1949, to conduct a controlled experiment in political reform for an appointment at an elevated, executive-level involving competing candidates and universal suffrage. 

			There was a surge of public sympathy for the young activists in Hong Kong—they represented hope. The most prominent formed new political parties to run in the 2016 legislative election and some of them were successful. It could have been a new beginning to restart discussion on the proposed electoral reforms, but as the newcomers continued to make challenging Beijing their paramount concern, that opportunity was lost.

			 

			Oath of allegiance

			A crisis soon ensued following the 2016 Legislative Council election. The HKSAR government asked the court in Hong Kong to decide if two young legislators-elect should be disqualified due to their failure in oath swearing. They each used words not in accord with the required form and expressed hostility to the People’s Republic. It also provoked the SCNPC to interpret Article 104 of the Basic Law, which sets out when and how public officials need to swear to uphold the Basic Law and allegiance to the HKSAR of the People’s Republic of China.

			In an extensive judgment, the court found that the two could not take up their seats because, by departing from the usual form, they had in fact refused to take the oath. They could not retake the oath because having refused it, they had in effect vacated their seats; and by-elections had to be called.

			That judgment and the interpretation by the SCNPC led to four other legislators being disqualified because of their theatrics during oath swearing. It has now been made clear that there is a very high cost to politicians in not taking their oath swearing seriously.

			 

			National security and Article 23

			A fresh national security risk was perceived in July 2018. The Hong Kong Secretary for Security demanded that the Hong Kong National Party—a political group formed by young activists in 2016—respond to detailed questions on the party’s support for Hong Kong independence so that the Secretary could determine whether it was an unlawful organisation under the Societies Ordinance. This action involved the application of the (British-enacted) Societies Ordinance in the interests of national security, an explicit basis for invoking that law.

			This case generated important questions about the Basic Law protection of free speech in Hong Kong and the limits which apply to the exercise of free speech. Both the use of the Societies Ordinance and the restraints on absolutely free expression raised here remain subject to full judicial review by the courts of the HKSAR.

			Militant activism challenging national unity is one key reason why Beijing has elevated its calls for the HKSAR to enact new laws in accordance with Article 23 of the Basic Law, which requires Hong Kong to enact new laws, on its own, to prohibit acts of treason, secession, sedition or subversion against the People’s Republic and to protect state secrets, as well as prevent improper external political connections. Treason, sedition and official secrets were also concerns of the British and there have long been laws on the books in Hong Kong to deal with them. 

			 There have been two failed attempts to enact Article 23 laws, the first in 1996-97, during the final year of British rule, and the second in 2003, which had to be abandoned after a massive protest. Public sentiment was very negative at the time due to the weak economic performance in the aftermath of the Asian Financial Crisis and Hong Kong being the epicentre of the frightening (although thankfully short-lived) SARS epidemic. [Christine Loh and Civic Exchange, “At the Epicentre: Hong Kong and the SARS Outbreak”, (2004), Hong Kong University Press, Hong Kong.]Since then, successive chief executives have emphasised that while it was Hong Kong’s constitutional duty to legislate, it was not a priority. Currently, the official position is that Article 23 would not be introduced until “favourable conditions” are established.

			Nevertheless, the rise of independence and self-determination activism and young Hong Kong activists seeking support from overseas politicians as well as forming alliances with Taiwan’s pro-independence activists has increased pressure to introduce Article 23 legislation; Beijing wants to see Article 23 legislated soon.

			 

			Extradition arrangements?

			The HKSAR still has no formal extradition arrangement with the mainland, not least because of local political sensitivities.

			Five booksellers—who published and sold books about mainland politics, including gossipy works on mainland leaders for distribution in Hong Kong and, where possible, on the mainland—ran into trouble with the mainland authorities. Three were detained on the mainland, and one appeared to have been taken from Thailand. The Basic Law does not provide for mainland officials to exercise direct powers in the HKSAR. Controversy arose in Hong Kong when one of the booksellers, a permanent resident, was allegedly abducted from Hong Kong to the mainland for interrogation and detention. He was subsequently released back to Hong Kong. 

			The mainland authorities regard the booksellers as Chinese nationals who have violated mainland law on the mainland. A Chinese official comment is illuminating:

			 

			... the books published aren’t about Hong Kong affairs ... but about the Mainland’s affairs ... [He] publishes ... books in Hong Kong and brings them back to sell on the Mainland. This is his understanding of ‘one country, two systems’—this ‘one country, two systems’, we’d rather not have it. [Jennifer Ngo and Jeffie Lam, “Beijing officials accuses booksellers of ‘destroying’ Hong Kong’s governing policy”, South China Morning Post, 2 July 2016]

			 

			There was another case of a mainland billionaire businessman being taken from a hotel in Hong Kong back to the mainland supposedly to assist the authorities in investigating the mainland stock market crash in 2015.

			All these cases are seriously concerning. In fact, China has denied that it has been involved in any sort of improper “snatching”. China’s denial may not be credible. But this response shows that the mainland is not claiming jurisdiction. Beijing knows that the Basic Law forecloses making any such assertion. Thus, Hong Kong can resist this sort of delinquent behaviour robustly on clear legal grounds which are implicitly recognised by Beijing.

		

		
			t

		

		
			  

			Fortune favours the bold 

		

		
			  

			There is a famous image of the planet seen from space at night—there are some especially bright spots dotted around the globe—Hong Kong being one of the very brightest in the whole wide world. The city presents a striking image with its lights full on: they are a proxy for the high-wire economy that lit Asia for a long time.

			Hong Kong’s unease has spread to its economy. This is undoubtedly related to its political anxieties—but hand-wringing and finger-pointing on both sides of the political divide are unhelpful. The numbers speak for themselves: the HKSAR is the 7th largest trading economy. The global foreign direct investment flows to and from Hong Kong rank 3rd globally. It is the 4th largest foreign exchange market in the world and the global offshore RMB business hub. The stock market is the world’s 6th largest; and Hong Kong is the leading global financial centre after London and New York. Its airport is the world’s busiest for international cargo, its container port ranks 5th in the world, its shipping register 4th and Hong Kong pipped London in 2017 as the 2nd largest maritime centre. Five of Hong Kong’s universities are among the top 200 in the world, the most of any place in Asia. Hong Kong has also become one of the world’s top contemporary art and auction markets.

			Hong Kong’s efficient functionality as a city is not in question. Reliability is critical, otherwise the world’s most extreme, high-density city would grind to a halt: all key services, including utilities, transport and communications are highly reliable and affordable for all. High levels of service are ensured by a very demanding and unforgiving public that can be relied upon to keep up the pressure.

			Hong Kong’s economic story stars China. Hong Kong’s economy is a function of location and culture. Empirically and logically, Hong Kong’s strategic position vis-a-vis mainland China plus its ability to digest East-West business cultures will remain Hong Kong’s competitive advantage. This is what Hong Kong should keep its eye on.

			The Hong Kong-mainland relationship has developed through several distinct periods. Up until the late 19th century, the Chinese economy was very large but had few international connections, so Hong Kong’s role as a key (but by no means sole) trading interface kept it financially connected. When China went through bad times in the 20th century, Hong Kong was the window for hard currency access.

			In good times or bad, Hong Kong has always been a place where Asian and Western business methods connected. This is especially so for China, but not exclusively. It was also the place where China would, industry by industry, find its portal to Western markets. Hong Kong has done well on China’s way up and down, cushioned by diversified relations with the rest of Asia. Although the nature of the service to China changed over time—“trading” in the 19th century, manufacturing from the 1980s, finance in the 21st century—the underlying rationale continues.

			 

			World history watershed

			China’s “Open Door” policy adopted in 1978 was a watershed moment for world economic history. Hong Kong’s irreplaceable role in China’s economic re-engagement with the world has been told and retold many times. Hong Kong’s own successful economic transition, while maintaining high growth and employment, was a point of international fascination that blended into the pre-1997 British narrative of a successful colonial administration coupled with a hardworking population. It also fitted the Reagan-Thatcher era’s free trade narrative. Since reunification, the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997 was followed by the SARS crisis in 2002-3, which pushed Hong Kong into several years of recession. By the time of the global financial crisis of 2008-09 that emanated from the United States (and after the burst of the dot.com bubble of 2000-02) China had become a major growth engine for the world.

			It is time for Hong Kong to adapt its narrative to one that better fits its competitive advantages going forward. These include the phenomenal assets of Hong Kong’s commercial knowledge based on world-class hitters in global business and smaller companies that are essential parts of sophisticated global supply chains. Hong Kong companies are proven problem-solvers and good managers. Hong Kong professionals set qualification levels that match or exceed international standards. Hong Kong’s many commercial and professional interactions with mainland and Asian counterparts form the foundation of Hong Kong’s socio-economic vitality; its continued insistence on doing things properly is what will set it apart from those in the game for a fast-buck. 

			China is the world’s second largest economy, both a major exporter and consumer market. Any current debates about downside risks to China’s growth notwithstanding, its overall trajectory is in no doubt. As one commentator put it recently, the mainland economy has achieved “escape velocity”.

			Most importantly, China has become a gigantic testing ground for entrepreneurs to try out ideas, products and services; and when they work, the opportunity to scale-up is colossal. The China market is a big playground for Hong Kong business. Hong Kong’s ability to digest Chinese, Asian and western business cultures sets it apart from mainland cities. It is now time for Hong Kong to reap what it has spent so many years sowing.

			 

			 

			Size, zero-sum and excellence

			Yet, Hong Kong is worried about losing its edge. This anxiety however stems from use of the wrong yardsticks.

			First, Hong Kong’s success is not and never has been tied to numerical “size”. Although, the rise of GDP for the mainland’s giant cities is inevitable, they swim in very different seas. Smaller economies, such as Switzerland, Denmark and Singapore, can be among the best measured by  capability. Many cities, such as San Francisco, Amsterdam and Tokyo, are powerful socio-economic engines in their own right—Hong Kong should count itself in their number. 

			It is moreover very easy to get things done in Hong Kong: travel time is minimal, all human and other resources are close by, business is done face-to-face. Hong Kong should focus on excellence and superior management skills in the provision of all kinds of services, public and private, commercial, cultural and non-profit because these are exactly what China needs for its next stage of socio-economic development.

			Hong Kong can also now stake its claim to being the national leader in not only commercial business and related services, as well as health and hospital services, but also cultural endeavours. It is providing the most interesting contemporary art and publication markets, and its new museums and performing venues are set to present genuinely thought-provoking programmes.

			 Second, achieving real success is not a zero-sum game. Hong Kong’s undoubted competitive advantage is its proximity to mainland China, positioning it to continue as the most effective East-West connector for China; Singapore’s advantage is its location in Southeast Asia. Hong Kong may not match Singapore’s diplomatic clout as a state, but Hong Kong’s privileges in conducting “external affairs” have yet to be fully exploited. Within China as a whole, Hong Kong is part of the Greater Bay Area neighbourhood, which is not only “China’s Silicon Valley” but also a cleaner and healthier place to live. And while Shanghai deserves its many superlatives, Hong Kong has the unique advantages endowed by the Basic Law and thus a degree of nimbleness that Shanghai still lacks.

			Third, Hong Kong people are extremely anxious about their own ability to remain competitive, probably a legacy of the historical fact that many people among the older generations, being refugees from the mainland, did not have much formal education. Free, universal education for 12 years was only accomplished in 2008 and Hong Kong is just extending that to 15 years by including kindergarten. Many parents are willing to fork out a lot more to put their children in expensive international schools or send them abroad for high school to give them an advantage. Yet, despite all local hand wringing about the quality of education, Hong Kong secondary school students regularly rank among the best in the world. Hong Kong’s highly-ranked universities mostly teach in English and house many pockets of research excellence. 

			Fourth, Hong Kong also worries whether it can keep up, as the mainland announces plan after big plan, within each five year planning cycle. Frustration over Hong Kong’s technology development, for example, has been a frequent topic of discussion in the private sector when set against the mainland’s progress. Yet Hong Kong has many achievements of its own, from engineering prowess in many public infrastructure projects to the Octopus Card, one of the world’s leading fintech platforms, and several start-ups that scaled up to regional and international operations. Nevertheless, the HKSAR can do much better at framing and articulating its policies rather than basically repeating the mantra of Hong Kong being the “freest economy” or reading out a laundry list of projects. This is, indeed, an area where it can learn from Singapore whose officials play on an international diplomatic stage and are well-trained in policy communication, an important skill in a hyper-competitive world.

			 

			None of the above are reasons for complacency, because all economies need nurturing; they do however help identify which canaries and which coal mines one should be watching. This view also clarifies what the warning or danger signs are or should be.

			The first would be a retreat from “excellence”. A case in point was the uproar in Hong Kong triggered by the MTR Corporation’s lack of transparency over construction troubles that first came to light in June 2018. Considered one of the world’s best rail service providers, it came as a great disappointment that management sought to conceal problems.

			The second would be a retreat from clean government and business. The HKSAR authorities are right to keep a close eye on corruption and enforce high standards across all business sectors, including banking and the stock market. Hong Kong, together with Singapore, are the two Asian jurisdictions among the top 20 in the global (low) corruption perception index—a hard-earned achievement.

			 There are other indicators that need watching, such as demographic changes and entrepreneurial activity. Hong Kong should create indices based on a set of relevant indicators rather than becoming anxious by relying on “you win, I lose” narratives or places in global rankings.

			 While Hong Kong is a prosperous society, the city faces some serious head winds. Land and housing prices are sky-high; inequality has widened as Hong Kong has grown still more wealthy; and social mobility is perceived to be blocked. Hong Kong is far from alone in facing such demanding problems. All of these, amplified by insistent social media, help drive a potent sense of alienation (frequently leading to demonstrations) across sections of the younger generation in Hong Kong.

			Space does not permit detailed discussion of these significant difficulties in this short book. A key purpose of the book, however, is to remind people, especially young people who face career decisions, of the opportunities that are here today—notwithstanding these substantial challenges. Some of the best and most fulfilling opportunities will, indeed, come from tackling these challenges. Hong Kong has, as city and as a society, time and again proven its ability to overcome adversity.

		

		
			y

		

		
			The Hong Kong story in Hong Kong hands

		

		
			 

			Hong Kong needs its own affirmative story. Nobody from outside can construct that story for Hong Kong. Above all, Hong Kong must avoid trapping itself within a narrow framework which is tied to a view that the best times are over. 

			To put it simply and bluntly—Hong Kong must first and foremost accept the People’s Republic for what it is today and work towards national betterment in good as well as difficult times. Hong Kong is a patriotic part of China. With loyalty made clear, Hong Kong’s conspicuous leeway to contribute to national betterment and to lobby for the HKSAR, is fortified. 

			The past has bequeathed Hong Kong many advantages: its status as a leading commercial and financial centre, its institutions, respect for the rule of law, an international outlook, and facility with English. But the past is a foundation, not a destination. Hong Kong must release itself from that unspoken aspect of the old British Hong Kong story tied to a sense that it should have become a liberal democracy along Western lines by now. 

			Today’s Hong Kong has evolved as a “second system”—with an emerging new constitutionality within China and under the Basic Law. The HKSAR has many features that are more progressive than in pre-1997 days, while economically, it is first in line to benefit from the mainland’s continued economic development and the further opening of its markets.

			A lot has been invested in the thinking that Hong Kong needed to defend itself against “China” post-1997. Persistent political confrontation with the HKSAR administration as a proxy for challenging Beijing has not helped to advance democracy, implement better policies or improve local governance. Along this path lies continuing self-absorption, self-flagellation and the toxic politics that collectively propel young people towards concluding that the “one country, two systems” rubric cannot work, combined with either apathy or misplaced romanticism regarding “independence” or “self-determination”.

			The perfect has too often been made the enemy of the good. Hong Kong’s political experience before and since 1997 offers insights for the future. Beijing has shown willingness to compromise (for example reforms agreed for the 2012 legislature election and the proposed but not enacted reforms for the chief executive election of 2017) but it will want not unreasonable assurances that Hong Kong will reject using its liberties to allow the HKSAR to become an “anti-Beijing-anti-China” base. An “all or nothing” approach has, on balance, plainly been counter-productive. Hong Kong made a grave error in rejecting Beijing’s offer in 2015 allowing candidates, however they might have been selected, to compete in a direct election to choose the chief executive in 2017.

			The HKSAR government needs a distinct narrative different from those which shaped the past (good as they once were). This new narrative needs to explain and portray a compelling future. It can then be consistently articulated locally, nationally and internationally—with emphases relevant to the audience. It could reduce political tension within Hong Kong so that the “pro-establishment” and “opposition” camps can focus on solving local problems. A new story-outline for today, based on a refreshed understanding, can also deepen Hong Kong’s self-confidence, gain respect nationally and regain positive attention internationally. 

			The private sector, including the philanthropy sector, can contribute greatly, as the on-going story of Hong Kong develops, by supporting important projects that increases knowledge and capacities. This will amplify Hong Kong’s reinvigoration internally and its engagement regionally and globally.

			 

			Becoming unstuck

			Is Hong Kong open to not using universal suffrage as the key indicator of its own worth? This does not mean Hong Kong should or could not pursue electoral reform. Hong Kong’s electoral system can be improved—for example by incremental reform of the functional elections for the election of the chief executive and half of the legislators.

			In pursuing democracy, Hong Kong needs to start with the current electoral system—and focus on securing a reasonable balance between the liberties Hong Kong treasures and the concerns Beijing has over national unity and territorial integrity. 

			 

			Relieving political tension

			The HKSAR is bogged-down in the quagmire of political division arising from Hong Kong-mainland relations. The political “establishment” and “opposition” have much in common. Their greatest difference is over Hong Kong-mainland relations. If this tension could be eased, they can spend time finding and agreeing on solutions. The establishment camp would not feel regularly obligated to amplify the views of Beijing—often in response to local provocations challenging national unity and territorial integrity either implicitly or explicitly. The opposition camp would be spared the need to perform tiring and tiresome dramatics in the legislature because its politicians feel they have no alternative but to be outrageous to seize attention. 

			Moreover, Hong Kong people’s desire for a fairer society is possible. Neutral political space can be created for policy dialogue, whether full universal suffrage is achieved or not in the medium term. The opposition in Hong Kong must find a way to work with the HKSAR authorities. If those facing one another across the political divide can find common ground to work through practical problems, the mood of Hong Kong people will lift measurably. 

			People know toxic politics are holding Hong Kong back. They are anxious that they will get squeezed out by harder working neighbours both on the mainland and in Asia. Hong Kong people are realistic and they are not unaware of the pace of change in the world. Relieving political tensions will allow Hong Kong people to focus on their ambitions again in pursuing “excellence”.

			 

			National affairs

			There was great concern in the early years of the HKSAR that the mainland and Hong Kong systems should remain “separate” and be seen to be separate so that there would be no perception of mainland interference in the day-to-day affairs of the HKSAR. There is a difference between communicating and “interference”. Deeper understanding between HKSAR and mainland officials on how “one country” works and how “two systems” functions should be encouraged. Hong Kong officials should have no fear of mainland interference if they are clear about how to conduct such relationships. Dialogue and cooperation with mainland authorities fundamentally involves specialist interaction. An unambiguous professional attitude should be adopted. There is no need for Hong Kong legislators and the media—who play a watchdog role—to assume increasing communication would lead to interference. 

			The HKSAR’s political assets on the mainland include Hong Kong members to the national, provincial and city people’s congresses, as well as political consultative conferences. It does not follow that the Hong Kong delegates on these bodies must be seen chiefly as pro-Beijing “lackeys”. They are part of the mainland political system and they can help to extend Hong Kong’s influence on the mainland. With a new Hong Kong story, which accepts Chinese sovereignty fully, it will help them to play a more positive role. 

			Mainland officials are restricted in their travel outside the mainland, which also applies to travelling to Hong Kong. This creates inconvenience for better mutual understanding. While the authorities on both sides will be careful about easing this restriction, there is a case to be made for judicious relaxation—we could start by making travel easier for mainland officials who are invited by universities to travel to Hong Kong for academic exchanges on mainland-HKSAR related studies and projects.

			 

			Hong Kong, “the many splendoured thing”

			Hong Kong is a singular place. It became the “many splendoured” setting for a famous Oscar-winning film in 1955. It has retained its marvellous distinctiveness. The new story needs a clever weaving of the potpourri of colours and sensibilities that is Hong Kong within the historical and cultural matrix of South China. Moving beyond the kitsch in tourism advertising, the many splendoured thing materialises from a deep foundation of understanding, in which Hong Kong must continuously invest. 

			Beyond its Chinese heritage, Hong Kong has benefited from significant contributions from non-Chinese cultures, including those from South Asia, South East Asia and the West. Beyond ethnicities, there is significant religious diversity in Hong Kong, which has also added to the HKSAR’s splendour. 

			It should not be overlooked that Hong Kong’s commercial history includes many industries, trades and skills of historical importance not only to the HKSAR but to Chinese contemporary history—such as the trading, banking and financial sector, the maritime sector, and the manufacturing and logistics sector—all of which remain vibrant and internationally outstanding. The best foundation for building deep understanding is establishing archives. As the Hong Kong government tidies its own archives through legislating an archive law, many other people and philanthropists in the private non-profit and commercial sectors can play irreplaceable roles in creating their own corporate and industry archives. They can also fund Hong Kong studies as these are under-invested assets. It goes without saying that the philanthropic sector could fund the arts, culture, heritage and subjects that the government sector cannot fully support year-to-year using public funds. 

			The enormous wealth of the establishment elites should also be deployed to promote science and technology because without capacity-building among young Hong Kong people in these areas, they will have difficulty in achieving their best within the advancing world of computing, artificial intelligence, robotics and environmental science—all megatrends in the world that will affect job creation. All who can help—and especially from within business and professional elites—need to step up to ensure that Hong Kong secures and maintains a prime place at the cutting edge of new knowledge, new ideas and new jobs. 

			What this book affirms can be briefly stated. First, Hong Kong owes much the Chinese tradition of hard work and modesty. Second, it also owes much to a cosmopolitan experience through its time as British Hong Kong. Third, it has played and continues to play a vital part in China’s re-engagement with the world. Finally, when you stand back and take a measured look, it is clear that the remarkable HKSAR experiment is not doing so badly at all.

			The old British Hong Kong story can inform—but certainly should not constrain—the development the new Hong Kong story, which has to pivot on a constructive vision of the present and future. Hong Kong people must seize the moment —as they had done before—to build a robust future as a part of the People’s Republic and to contribute to the betterment of the nation.

		

		
			The Abbreviated Press re-imagines the publishing model for the Internet age, envisaging a collaborative effort between writers, editors and publisher while focusing on prose works of 4,000-15,000 words. The Abbreviated Press offers three imprints: Abbreviations for short fiction; Abbreviated Thoughts for historical, political, cultural, social and philosophical essays; and Abbreviated Passages for narrative non-fiction, including travelogues, memoir and biography.

			 

			Abbreviated Press books are available physically in a single “pocketbook” format, as e-books and in magazine-format articles in association with the widely-read and quoted Asian Review of Books.

			 

			Also from Abbreviated Press:

			Journey to the West: He Hui, A Chinese Soprano in the World of Italian Opera by Melanie Ho

			 

			There’s No Poetry in a Typhoon: Vignettes from Journalism’s Front Lines by Agnès Bun

		

	OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
ESSAYS

NO
THIRD
PERSON

REWRITING THE HONG KONG STORY

Christine Loh and Richard Cullen





