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On  July , Hong Kong citizens took to the streets. The annual march,

organized by the Civil Human Rights Front, has become a staple of Hong Kong

politics to protest the day Britain turned Hong Kong over to Chinese rule in

. In years past, organizers could expect tens or even hundreds of

thousands. Reports this year, however, put numbers in the thousands, a

seemingly precipitous drop, especially given that millions have been turning out

over the past eighteen months in a show of frustration, anger, and defiance.

Nonetheless, riot police met the protestors in force, firing pepper spray into
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crowds as they moved at speed to corral and disperse. Red-striped white trucks

patrolled the streets with mounted water cannons soaking the sidewalks and

propelling any and all in their path. Police liberally discharged pepper spray,

fired tear gas and rubber bullets, and made mass arrests.

While this scene has become a common, if not daily, occurrence in Hong

Kong over the past year, that day was different. Police unfurled a purple banner

with a stark warning printed in bold white letters and characters:

You are displaying flags or banners/chanting slogans/or conducting yourselves

with an intent such as secession or subversion, which may constitute offenses

under the HKSAR National Security Law. You may be arrested and

prosecuted.

The banner referred to a new law that went into effect on  July : the

Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) National Security Law,

which, among other things—indeed the most immediate for protestors—

criminalizes anti-China speech or expressions that advocate Hong Kong

independence. Of the  people arrested that day, ten were accused of

violating the new law, including a fifteen-year-old girl who held a Hong Kong

independence flag.

The timing of the new law aimed not only to coincide with the July  protests

but also to help suppress the ongoing civil unrest. In March , Hong Kong

residents protested a bill that would expose Hong Kong to China’s legal system

through extradition agreements. On the day of the bill’s legislative reading in early

June, one million people marched in opposition to the bill. In the ensuing days,

demonstrators blocked highways and streets outside of the legislative building. On

June , , estimates of two million people—over a quarter of the Hong Kong

population—marched to demand a complete withdrawal of the bill. In July,

demonstrators converged on the legislative building, smashing their way through

windows and doors to occupy the floor, and painted slogans and demands on the

walls and desks. In August, protestors occupied the airport, bringing all travel to a

halt. Intensifying clashes with police boiled over on  October, meant to celebrate

the seventieth anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC),

as tear gas clogged the streets and an officer fired a live round at a protester,

piercing his torso. In November, protesters occupied the campus of Chinese Hong

Kong University and Hong Kong Polytechnic University, where they engaged in

pitched battles with police involving Molotov cocktails and makeshift bows and

arrows against tear gas, rubber bullets, and water cannons. Despite the onset of

COVID, lunchtime protests continued through the early spring and summer of

 punctuated by larger protests, including an illegal vigil on June  to mark the

anniversary of Tiananmen Square.

Such action has not been met passively by the Hong Kong government.

Even in the absence of the new security law, police moved quickly and harshly
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to squash protests and suppress civil disobedience. In the twelve months

between June , , the date of the million-person march on the legislature,

and  May , when protests raged in response to plans to implement the

National Security Law, police had arrested nearly , demonstrators on

charges of taking part in a riot, unlawful assembly, wounding, and assault,

among other offenses. The oldest person arrested was eighty-four and the

youngest eleven. In years past police were quite restrained in handling protests,

but in  they began to employ tear gas, in ever-increasing quantities. During

the Umbrella Movement in , for example, eighty-seven tear gas rounds

were fired one day in September before public outcry led to a cessation of the

use of the chemical. In November , by contrast, on a single day in the siege

of Chinese University of Hong Kong, police unloaded over , rounds and

would continue to bombard demonstrators in subsequent days. By the end of

, over the course of seven months, police had fired over , tear gas

shells into crowds and onto streets. Dressed in armor and equipped with guns

and batons, riot police have put out eyes, broken bones, smashed faces, and

shot demonstrators. Reports further detail plain-clothed officers infiltrating

protests to incite violence and attack peaceful demonstrators with savage

beatings.

What is happening in Hong Kong? Why have the Hong Kong people, once

seen as apolitical free-marketeers living in what was deemed the freest and most

economically versatile society on Earth, become “the revolutionaries of our

time,” as many participants put it? Why are so many people so discontent with

the state of Hong Kong that they risk arrest, physical harm, and even death to

express their collective frustration and demand change? Why is the government

so intent on silencing them, and doing so with such violence? Indeed, why is

Hong Kong burning?

There is no shortage of scholarship and commentary seeking to answer

these questions. Since demonstrations began with increasing frequency in 

and socioeconomic problems compounded to reverberate throughout society, no

small amount of literature has sought to explain the situation in Hong Kong.

These writings can be divided into two general types: those that give primacy to

the political context and focus on the immediate rallying cry of demonstrators

for universal suffrage; and those that locate structural problems in the economy

that limit life chances and all but extinguish social mobility. These two

approaches are not mutually exclusive, but one or the other tends to guide each

author’s analysis. For example, in the books under review here, Goodstadt, Lee

and Sing, and Wasserstrom give passing mention to the economic context in

favor of attending to the question of politics and democracy, whereas Augustin-

Jean and Cheung argue that such focus “does not explain why people really

desire the implementation of this democracy” (p. ix) and turn their attention to

the political economy. The Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Hong Kong is
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largely devoted to sociopolitical developments but does try to strike a balance

with a few detailed chapters on economic and business trends.

The political and economic stories cannot be separated, of course: Politics

are as implicated in the economy as the economy is guided by politics. This is

to say that the state of the economy and its development are consequences of

Hong Kong’s political structure and lack of democracy, and the political

structure and lack of democracy are results of the concentration of economic

power and the sway of local conglomerates. This is an uncontroversial

statement, and I doubt many would disagree—including the authors under

review here.

How the political structure interfaces with the political economy is not

always easy to tease out, however, especially on a scale measured in years not

decades, and where the organization of contemporary politics and economics

already points to glaring contradictions. The democratic aspirations of political

leaders and protestors readily provide a powerful narrative and identify

simmering injustices; likewise, land monopolies and high housing prices put

inequality in intimate perspective and easily lend to an ahistorical analysis of

rents and accumulation. To move beyond the immediate social tensions

necessitates both identifying the interrelated pieces and how they fit together,

and charting their development over time to produce a particular formation.

Doing so dissolves the easy solution, to be sure (e.g., more democracy or

affordable housing) but promises greater insights into the structure of society

and thereby points to a larger critique. To paraphrase Hegel, true understanding

emerges only when the result is taken as the result of that from which it

emerges.

The rest of this essay draws on the insights of the recent books under

review as well as other significant reports and materials in order to develop an

analysis of the protests and the structures of power in contemporary Hong

Kong. Somewhat like peeling an onion, it unfolds in five sections or problems.

Beginning with a look at the nature of the protests themselves, it shows that

recent uprisings are but the most extreme manifestation of tens of thousands of

demonstrations occurring every year, year after year. The second section

examines protestors’ most common demand, universal suffrage, and how the

political structure of Hong Kong coupled with Beijing sovereignty makes its

fulfillment impossible. The third section turns to Beijing’s efforts since  to

integrate Hong Kong into China and undermine Hong Kong civil society. The

fourth and fifth sections shift to probe the historical context, first by exploring

the colonial period and the problem of the drafting of the Basic Law, which has

served to empower an economic and political elite; and then by unveiling the

problem of a political economy structured to further the concentration of

economic power. What becomes apparent from this unpacking is that the

political and economic elite have morphed into a single class, resulting in

 China Review International: Vol. , No. &, 



policies that privilege the power and wealth of the few but disenfranchise

the many.

Protests and Politics
Over the past few decades, protests, demonstrations, and marches filling the

Hong Kong streets and echoing off skyscrapers have become an increasingly

common phenomenon. The casual observer might readily point to  and

 as the key episodes of unrest—years that captured the world’s attention.

The former witnessed the occupation of three downtown districts for seventy-

nine days and came to be known as the Umbrella Movement in reference to the

ubiquitous protest tool of the umbrella, which was used to fend against the

onslaught of police pepper spray. It came to the world’s attention due to the

explicit allusion to Occupy Wall Street of three years prior in both tactic and

name, with participants often calling their movement Occupy Hong Kong,

Occupy Central, or Occupy Mongkok, the latter two referring to areas of the

city with encampments. The recent protests have quickly become even more

prominent due to their size, continuity, and scale of police violence, all of which

dwarf previous demonstrations in Hong Kong.

These movements did not appear out of nowhere, however. Tens of

thousands of marches, demonstrations, and protests take place every year.

According to Hong Kong police statistics, there were , such protests in

 and well over , annually through . That number jumped to

, in  and stayed well above , through . At somewhere on

the order of an average over thirty demonstrations, marches, and protests

happening every day, day after day, one must conclude that the Hong Kong

people find something terribly wrong with their society and are constantly

engaged in both active opposition and a search for methods, practices, and ideas

to do something about it.

The issues at stake range from school curriculums to personal freedoms

and universal suffrage. Consider the controversies that sparked major protests in

the first decades of the twenty-first century. In , over half a million people

turned out to protest the introduction of a national security bill that would

“prohibit any act of treason, secession, sedition, subversion” against China.

Although under the jurisdiction of Chinese rule, people in Hong Kong saw the

potential of the proposed law as limiting freedoms of expression and

introducing vague demands of subservience to a distant sovereign. The bill was

withdrawn and the chief executive (the equivalent of a president) resigned. In

, tens of thousands of demonstrators marched in January, May, and July

under the slogan of democracy while calling for the release of Liu Xiaobo, a

Chinese activist whom Beijing sentenced to eleven years for “inciting subversion

of state power.” In , high school students led nearly , in protest of

Features 



proposed education reform, which would impose a Chinese nationalist and

moral curriculum that demonstrators assailed as “brainwashing education.” That

summer they marched across the city and in August occupied the government

headquarters building for over a week. In , a movement was sparked by

imposed limitations to the selection of the chief executive. Protestor demands

were best encapsulated by the yellow banner they hung on Lion Rock

overlooking the Kowloon Peninsula that read “I want real universal suffrage.”

Protests beginning in  were set off by the introduction of further security

legislation that would have allowed the extradition of criminal suspects to

China. Given the threat of political prosecution, Hong Kong citizens turned out

in overwhelming numbers.

The issues are not small and invoke both abstract matters of politics and

concrete issues of everyday life. Beijing and pro-Beijing Hong Kong politicians

and media, however, accuse foreign governments of provocation. As they see it,

the Hong Kong people are being manipulated by independence parties and

foreign powers. At the height of the  protests, for example, the chief

executive often referred to foreign incitement, and most recently, in ,

Beijing officials blamed Western governments for manufacturing the ongoing

unrest.

Are the Hong Kong people being manipulated by political parties or foreign

powers? In chapter  in Handbook, “Social Mobilization for Large-Scale Protests,”

Francis Lee and Joseph Chan say no. Their detailed investigation of movements

from  to  shows that not only were movements the result of “citizen self-

mobilization” but also that participants worked to ensure that the movements

remained leaderless and decentralized. It turns out that movement organizations

have limited mobilizing capacity. They might organize a march or protest and send

out a call to members, but this has a very limited reach. For July  rally in ,

for example, the Civil Human Rights Front expected less than a hundred thousand

participants and provided this estimate to the police. Over half a million showed

up. Surveys conducted by Lee and Chan found that the vast majority of the

participants were not drawn out by organizers or party politics but rather by

friends or colleagues, or came to know about the event through reports in the

media (p. ).

A similar phenomenon was observed in the Umbrella Movement in .

The precipitating event that facilitated the larger movement was originally

planned as a disciplined action among a relatively small group of protesters.

The script was that they would occupy the government headquarters, sit down,

and await police eviction. The appearance of tens of thousands of supporters led

police to block the entrance to the headquarters once the leaders were already

inside, thereby cutting off the connection between movement leaders and

supporters. Protesters began occupying the main roads and police fired tear gas,

which not only failed to disperse the crowds but also galvanized the support of
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the public and led more people into the streets. At night, protestors spread the

occupation to other districts in order to prevent an easy eviction. What emerged

were three centers of action—Admiralty, Causeway Bay, and Mongkok—each

with different protest cultures, practices, goals, and demographics, which focused

on “small-group based activities initiated by the participants” (pp. –).

Politicians have, in fact, had a very minor role, if any, in the protests.

While parties have been present in the movements, and at times attempted to

assert leadership or direction, the prodemocracy political groups are split into

four different factions ranging from radical democrat to radical right-wing

localist. According to Wing Sang Law in chapter  of Take Back Our Future,

“The Spectrum of Frames and Disputes in the Umbrella Movement,” each has

divergent visions and actions that conflict with each other and lead to “efforts

of framing the movement in different ways so as to realize their competing

visions of social mobilization” (p. ). What this means is that each group/party

works under a different ideology and motivation in service of different goals,

even if they all stand in opposition to the current regime. Moderate and radical

democrats, for example, share an understanding of the failings of politics as

being too undemocratic and thus focus their fight on democratic reforms, but

they diverge on tactics, whereby the former call for negotiations with the

government and the latter advocate radical activism and exertion of pressure.

The progressive and radical right-wing localists, by contrast, see China as the

problem and call for the development of greater local identity. The progressive

localists translate this into local activism and community-level mobilization, and

the radical localists call for militant action. More recently, this contrast of

tactics has played out with progressive localists demanding Chinese shoppers be

charged with smuggling and the radicals dousing a Chinese man in gasoline and

lighting him on fire.

This fracturing of politics has led to the marginalization of political parties

and the emergence of students in leadership roles, especially during the

Umbrella Movement. When asked whom they trust more and see as movement

leaders,  protesters pointed to students and student groups over political

parties at a spread of two to one. Ming Sing argues in chapter  of Take Back

Our Future, “How Students Took Leadership of the Umbrella Movement,” that

the reason for this is a broad mistrust of the effectiveness of political parties not

only in fighting for greater democracy but more generally to get anything done.

Part of the reason for this is the nature of organized politics, which forces

parties to compromise and choose battles at the institutional level. In the 

protests, student leaders abandoned their studies; were prepared to suffer

assault, persecution, and even imprisonment; and thus continued to drive the

movement forward. By contrast, party leaders articulated a futility of the

movement and quickly sought to withdraw the occupation (pp. –).

However, the other half of the explanation is that the institutional constraints
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“have largely undermined the power of the prodemocracy parties to be

responsive to the public’s social, economic, and political needs” (p. ). What

this means is that the legislature cannot propose legislation related to public

expenditure and all voting takes place along separate legislative lines, so that the

business representatives always have veto power or are polarized enough to

thwart compromise. In short, political institutions are structured in a way that

makes it impossible for prodemocracy groups to pass any legislation.

The Problem of Universal Suffrage and the HKSAR Political
Structure
Given that people are self-mobilized, and political parties are limited in their

capacity to act, it is not surprising to find the streets awash in protest year after

year. When politics by institutional means fails an alternative must emerge.

What is surprising is that a singular common demand articulated in many of

these protests is for universal suffrage, or more specifically, the capacity of Hong

Kong citizens to directly elect their chief executive, or CE as it is known locally,

in open and free elections. This is what drove people into the streets in ,

after all, and was made a key demand in . As Wasserstrom puts it in Vigil,

“Every political battle has had to do with Beijing gaslighting on universal

suffrage. : : : Democracy is and has always been the dominant issue in Hong

Kong politics” (p. ).

Hong Kong’s Basic Law, which is akin to a constitution, is frequently

invoked by prodemocracy advocates to justify the demands of universal suffrage.

The Basic Law was drafted by a committee of Chinese and Hong Kong

representatives in the late s and promulgated by China’s National People’s

Congresses in . It took effect on July , , the day that China assumed

control over Hong Kong. Contained within is a vague nod toward universal

suffrage, whereby the chief executive would be elected by popular vote. This is

Article , which reads in its entirety as follows:

The Chief Executive of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region shall be

selected by election or through consultations held locally and be appointed by

the Central People’s Government.

The method for selecting the Chief Executive shall be specified in the light of

the actual situation in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region and in

accordance with the principle of gradual and orderly progress. The ultimate

aim is the selection of the Chief Executive by universal suffrage upon

nomination by a broadly representative nominating committee in accordance

with democratic procedures.

Prodemocracy advocates seize on the phrase universal suffrage and demand it

be implemented in its fullest form: one person one vote in the free election of

their head of state. Beijing, as the ultimate arbitrator of the law, here prefers a

very narrow definition packed within the surrounding qualifications about the
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“actual situation” and “orderly progress.” This has meant that the system for

electing the chief executive that has been implemented and upheld, despite the

protests, is one where , electors chosen by Beijing are allowed to vote on

three candidates carefully vetted by Beijing.

Beijing accuses Britain of having tried to undermine Chinese sovereignty in the

years leading up to the handover. They often point to the democratic reforms

enacted by Chris Patten, the last British governor of Hong Kong who expanded

political rights in the s. Of particular concern was his full implementation of

universal suffrage for legislative elections in  and relaxing restraints on political

liberties, such as the ability of citizens to demonstrate and protest. As Wasserstrom

points out, Beijing dissolved the legislature and abolished reforms immediately after

the handover. In an interview with the former governor, Wasserstrom asked him if

it is “surprising both how light a touch the Chinese Communist Party used when

dealing with Hong Kong in the immediate wake of , and by how quickly

Beijing tightened the screws on the city from the mid-s on.” Patten replied,

“When the snow starts melting, it melts quickly” (pp. –).

Nor have Hong Kong leaders been keen on implementing universal

suffrage. They voice vague concerns over its implementation and outcomes, but

most telling is a moment amid the  protests when Chief Executive CY

Leung flat out refused to entertain the idea. On the evening before he was

scheduled to hold talks with student protestors, he told journalists that too

much democracy for Hong Kong would be bad because it would give poor

people too much power. “You have to take care of all the sectors in Hong Kong

as much as you can,” he said, “and if it’s entirely a numbers game and numeric

representation, then obviously you would be talking to half of the people in

Hong Kong who earn less than $, a month : : : . Then you would end up

with that kind of politics and policies.” He later issued a clarification that

“what I meant was that we had to pay attention to every sector,” rather than

any one group—a clarification that still reveals the fear among the political and

financial elite that universal suffrage is a threat to their wealth and power.

Commentators often point to such statements as the expression of an

ideological divide. The people have an overwhelming tendency toward

democracy and an elite minority tries to strengthen their grasp on power and

does everything to thwart them, the story goes. Wasserstrom gives a more

nuanced discussion of how this works and engages the reader with a number of

first-person accounts of his own experience in Hong Kong under tightening

controls. Further interviews with key actors and democracy advocates such as

Joshua Wong and Angie Chow build the case of what is at stake, namely, the

capacity for people to make decisions about policies and practices that affect

their lives, and most immediately, encroachment by China, whereby Beijing not

only restricts democratic politics but actively curtails freedoms and intervenes in

Features 



political and legal processes. In many ways, this is the Putinization of

Hong Kong.

The reasoning behind these moves rests in the political structure. According

to Albert Chen in chapter  in Handbook, “The Autonomy of Hong Kong,”

Beijing and Hong Kong politicians are attempting to navigate the existing

political and legal structures. Given that the governance of Hong Kong is vested

in the chief executive, Beijing finds universal sovereignty simply unworkable.

Chen argues that this position arises because Hong Kong is autonomous under

the Basic Law in all affairs except defense, foreign affairs, and constitutional

change. In Hong Kong, China’s national laws are not applicable, the judiciary is

separate, all cases are litigated entirely within Hong Kong courts, taxes cannot

be collected by Beijing, Hong Kong maintains its own currency, and it controls

its own customs, among others. The National People’s Congress has the legal

authority to interpret the Basic Law, to be sure, but it has continued to do so in

a way that upholds this arrangement, largely because the chief executive and the

legislative majority have been pro-China. When Chen flips this formulation

around, it becomes somewhat more sinister: “Precisely because the SAR’s

[Special Administrative Region] degree of autonomy is so high, the central

government apparently cannot afford to let the SAR be governed by someone

who may be ideologically opposed to or otherwise unable or unwilling to adopt

a cooperative attitude towards the central government” (p. ).

Beijing here does not seem opposed to the principle of democracy—or at

least likes to maintain the pretense of democracy—but rather simply finds the

practice of universal suffrage inimical to the political reality of Hong Kong. The

legal interpretation of the matter is that the selection of the chief executive is in

accord with the “actual situation,” which has allowed China to design a practice

to ensure that it has its people in place and to avoid the unknown or

unfavorable outcomes that universal suffrage would produce. This all brings to

mind the statement of the East German Communist Party leader Walter

Ulbricht in the years following World War II, “It’s got to look democratic, but

we must have everything under our control.”

As a consequence, politics in Hong Kong is messy. As Chor-yun Cheung

details in “Stalemate in the Legislative Council of Hong Kong,” chapter  in

Handbook, the chief executive is unable to enact any agenda and the legislature—

or LegCo, as it is called—is prone to stalemates. Rather than a forum for debate

and legislative action, politics has become a site to struggle over individual and

sectoral interests, where the presence of the Beijing sovereign does less to whip

certain groups in line and more to further polarize. For example, quorum calls, a

popular stalling tactic, tripled between the – and – legislative

sessions, with  hours spent on those calls in the latter session and over 

hours of meeting time lost because quorums were not met (p. ). “Hong Kong

has become ungovernable,” wrote Hong Kong journalist Michael Chugani after
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the election of Leung as chief executive in . “The chief executive has no

mandate : : : [and] the government is clueless about what the people want” (cited

in Cheung, p. ).

While many of the legislative struggles and stalemates can be attributed to

prodemocracy legislators, a significant and equally telling part comes from pro-

establishment legislators representing certain interests. Consider the case of Leung

Ka-lau, a pro-establishment legislator, defeating a government medical bill at the

end of the – legislative session. The bill aimed to facilitate better

representation of patient interest in medical cases and had enough support of

both pro-establishment and prodemocracy legislators to pass. Leung represented

medical doctors, however, and fiercely opposed the bill on grounds that it would

undermine the medical profession. He proposed , amendments, made

twenty-two quorum calls, and forced over four-and-a-half hours in meetings on

technicalities of proposing amendments. These tactics exhausted the legislative

session and killed that bill along with two other proposals on the legislative

agenda (pp. –).

This outcome is a result of politics structured around three separate power

bases: registered voters, corporate and sectoral interests, and the Chief Executive

Election Committee. The seventy legislative seats are divided evenly among

geographical and functional constituencies. The former are seats directly elected

by . million registered voters in five multimember geographical districts

through universal suffrage. The latter are returned by an electorate of ,

registered corporate and individual voters who represent business, professional,

and service sectors. Leung was one of the latter, representing the medical

profession, and it was this interest that he fought for against the government

and the legislative majority. The third power base is the Election Committee for

electing the chief executive, which itself is composed of members returned in a

process similar to that of selecting the functional constituents. In the 

election of the Election Committee, for example, , registered voters

elected , members to the Election Committee. Although these voters are

less sectoral than those for the functional constituencies, the Election

Committee is “predominately controlled by business and professional interests

under the auspice of Beijing” (p. ).

There is no mechanism to align these three separate power bases and

converge politics in Hong Kong. As a comparative contrast, consider the

presidential system of Western democracies. In theory, political parties provide

the basic ideological and organizational framework to present a disciplined

agenda that facilitates alignment between the executive and legislative members

of the same party affiliation. In addition, all elected representatives are

responsible to the same electorate belonging to a singular political community.

As the ideal is meant to work, legitimacy is conferred through the sovereignty

of the people, not dispersed among citizens, corporations, and Beijing.
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Which brings us back to the matter of universal suffrage. If the chief

executive were elected by popular vote, and if the entire legislature were

elected by popular vote, the nature of Hong Kong politics would be much

different. The chief executive would not only have legitimacy conferred by the

sovereignty of the people through the vote, but he or she would also be held

accountable by the electorate, whereby his or her master would not be Beijing

but the people of Hong Kong. Similarly, legislative representatives would need

to serve the voter constituents in their representative area rather than an

industry sector, and thereby be responsive to voters in the representative area

and not, say, the interests and concerns of the real-estate industry. In this

way, protests could be translated into fielding candidates and voter

mobilization, much in the same way that it has been for the few seats open to

general election. Candidates who have emerged from the protest movements

and run for and won office, such as Joshua Wong and Angie Chow, would not

be disqualified on technical grounds and allowed to be seated. And the

, people who turned up to vote in a primary in the summer of 

would not be threatened with arrest on grounds of sedition. Indeed, as far as

the Hong Kong people are concerned, they have no more of a political voice

under China than they did under Britain.

The China Problem
Beijing’s meddling goes far deeper than the chief executive and the thwarting of

universal suffrage. It spreads throughout politics, seeps into the economy, and

penetrates into society to touch all aspects of life. Ching Kwan Lee, in her

analytical introduction to Take Back Our Future, likens this percolation to a

recolonization, whereby the Mainland Chinese Communist regime has simply

replaced Great Britain as the colonial master and set about imposing

institutions, practices, and laws favorable to its political and economic classes.

In contrast to the overt stacking-of-the-deck in the election of the chief

executive, however, a much subtler form of influence transpires in other realms,

which at once captures and reconstitutes existing institutions while imposing

new ones and thereby further integrating Hong Kong with mainland China

until the two are no longer separate as two distinct systems.

Take the matter of press freedom as an illustrative example of how this

works. As outlined by Francis Lee in “Mediascape and Movement,” chapter  in

Take Back Our Future, Beijing began to co-opt owners of Hong Kong media

outlets with lucrative mainland investment opportunities and formal political

titles, such as positions on city, provincial, or national committees. By the mid-

s, most media organizations in Hong Kong were owned by those with

robust economic interests in mainland China and held seats on the People’s

Political Consultative Committee in Beijing. Simultaneously, mainland Chinese

investors and businessman began taking over Hong Kong media companies.
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Chinese businessman Wang Jing became the largest shareholder in Asia

Television in , Ku Zhouheng bought up the daily paper Sing Pao in ,

media tycoon Li Ruigang took over the majority of shares of the dominant

broadcaster Television Broadcasting (TVB) in , and Jack Ma, CEO of e-

commerce giant Alibaba, bought up the largest English-language daily paper in

Hong Kong, the South China Morning Post in , among other high profile

cases. Cumulatively, by ,  percent of Hong Kong’s mass media had

majority ties to mainland Chinese capital (p. ). In other words, Lee writes,

“Media ownership in Hong Kong is largely concentrated into the hands of a

group of businesspeople sharing the same basic interests of pleasing or at least

not provoking China” (p. ).

This Chinese takeover of Hong Kong media translates directly into

censorship and self-censorship. Reporting on prodemocracy legislators and

legislative activity has been muted, and coverage of protests has been hostile at

times. Lee details accounts of the mass media overtly blaming protestors for

police violence. The “dark corner incident” is a case in point. One night during

the  protests, seven police officers dragged a protester to a dark corner and

began to beat him senseless as he lay on the ground. The moment was captured

by a TVB crew who posted the coverage just after midnight. By  A.M. the

video had been edited to downplay the violence. Other media that picked up

the story further excused the police violence and implicitly blamed the protestor

for provocation by being a member of a prodemocracy party (pp. –).

Such incidents can be quantified by the plummeting of Hong Kong’s ranking in

the Reporters Without Borders freedom of press index, falling from eighteenth

in  to seventy-third in , now sitting below Mongolia, Côte d'Ivoire,

and Tunisia.

Co-optation and buyout by China is prevalent in all Hong Kong industries

with different kinds of payout depending on the industry or individual. A seat

on the Election Committee is usually enough for the relationship of mutual

benefit to be established, where Beijing gets loyalty and political support, and

the firm, by dint of securing seats on the committee, is able to obtain contracts

and boost finances. In mass media, the stakes are higher, for while in the case

of the former it is just cronyism, but with the media it is a matter of Hong

Kong tycoons getting access to business opportunity and political power in

China, while Beijing gets favorable coverage and the public gets hoodwinked.

Similarly, the real-estate industry has entered into what is often called an

unholy alliance with Beijing. Stan Wong in chapter  of the Handbook, “The

Real Estate Elite and Real Estate Hegemony,” argues that around the time of the

handover in  Beijing began to court real-estate tycoons in order to shore

up political support among the Hong Kong financial elite and to solicit capital

and technology to help modernize the mainland economy. What they got in

return was not only risk-free economic opportunity to access Chinese markets
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and fulfill Hong Kong government contracts but also political power. Members

of the real-estate elite were put on various committees, including the Election

Committee, to determine who would administer Hong Kong and be in charge

of the purse strings, thereby making the chief executive respondent to this elite.

The political empowerment of the real-estate elite further enabled the

suppression of democratic calls for higher taxation and stronger labor unions or

labor standards that threaten their economic interests (p. ).

The Chinese and Hong Kong governments have often pursued

infrastructure projects to further link Hong Kong to the mainland but bring

little benefit to Hong Kong. Two massive transportation projects linking Hong

Kong to Guangdong paid for largely by Hong Kong speak to this issue. In

, the Express Rail Link began service between Kowloon and Shenzhen and

Guangzhou even though adequate rail connections already existed. What this

new rail system enabled was the building of a new Hong Kong terminal to

be staffed by mainland personnel who check travel documents and enforce

Chinese laws on Hong Kong soil. This is to say, the terminal is considered to

lie within Chinese jurisdiction even though it is in the center of Hong Kong.

That same year, the Hong Kong–Zhuhai–Macao Bridge opened at great

expense to further connect the region with a fifty-five-kilometer bridge—the

world’s longest—spanning the bay from Hong Kong to Macao. Among other

things, the government boasts that it puts major cities in the Pearl River

Delta within a three-hour drive from Hong Kong. These developments follow

on the heels of earlier integration measures, including twenty-four-hour

checkpoints on the border and free trade agreements. As the chairman of the

Chinese chamber of commerce in Hong Kong put it at the time, “We will no

longer be Hong Kong people but Greater Bay Area people” (quoted in

Wasserstrom, p. ).

This political and economic subsumption coupled with infrastructure

integration has been accompanied by an influx of Chinese travelers and

immigrants challenging the pace of life. Chinese tourism in Hong Kong has

increased exponentially since the introduction of the Individual Visitor Scheme

in , which allows mainland Chinese people to travel to Hong Kong

individually—as opposed to in tour groups. In , there were . million

mainland tourists accounting for  percent of all tourist arrivals. By ,

there were fifty-one million accounting for over  percent of all tourism in

Hong Kong. These Chinese tourists have been termed locusts by Hong

Kongers in reference to their overwhelming presence in the city, where they are

seen to invade public spaces and suck up resources. They have been accused of

clogging up subways and buses, leading to verbal and physical skirmishes with

local Hong Kong residents going to and from work. Expectant mainland

mothers partaking in birther tourism occupy local hospital beds needed by

residents, and pharmacies stock their shelves not with over-the-counter

 China Review International: Vol. , No. &, 



medications needed by residents but rather with infant formula desired by

mainland shoppers distrustful of mainland products. Local shops that catered to

daily life of the community have been replaced by jewelry stores and luxury

goods to service mainland tourists. Middle-aged mainland Chinese women

dancing in the street have also been a point of contention and altercation.

Chinese immigration and especially Chinese capital have had a similar

effect. Each day up to  mainland Chinese can receive a one-way entry

permit to legally reside in Hong Kong, which has amounted to over half a

million Chinese immigrants every decade since the handover. According to

the  census, just over a third of the Hong Kong population was born in

China, the majority of whom have been living there for less than seven years.

Although it is hard to correlate these figures with home sales, commentators

often note the decline in housing stock at the hands of mainland Chinese,

which has in turn helped push up housing prices. For example, . percent

of new home sales under HK$ million were made to mainland Chinese.

At the high end of the scale, local developers increasingly find themselves

outcompeted by mainland developers: In  mainland investors accounted

for  percent of all land sales; in  it was  percent. The consequence is

an overall increase in the cost of residential land. The price per square foot in

June  was HK$,; in December , it had risen over  percent to

HK$,. As one Hong Kong developer put it: “Chinese money buying up

land in Hong Kong at sky-high prices has left many local developers with no

standing room. In the future, Chinese capital will seep into many livelihood

sectors in our city” (quoted in Lee and Sing, pp. –).

Part of the tension here is a reversal of relations of capital and capital flows

between Hong Kong and China. In the s and s, it was Hong Kong

capital and capitalists penetrating China and mediating capitalism for the eager

Chinese, whereas today the growth and arrival of Chinese capital is disrupting

Hong Kong. (At its peak in the s, Hong Kong firms accounted for nearly

 percent of all foreign investment in Guangdong, but it has since declined

significantly to a nadir of less than  percent in . Conversely, whereas

Chinese capital previously did not exist, over half of the top twenty largest

companies listed on the Hong Kong stock exchange are Chinese companies.)

The resultant tension can be attributed to two key differences in the historical

shift. First, Chinese capital and migration has not brought development or

growth, but rather consumes limited resources and retards prices. Moreover, the

economic development that it does spur, mainly in the service sectors, is highly

unequal. Second, Hong Kong does not need capital investments; it needs, in the

words of Godfrey Yeung in chapter  of Handbook, “End of a Chapter?” “a set

of coherent industrial and educational policies” (p. ). The derision of elderly

Chinese women dancing in the street thus seems to be but the channeling of

much deeper divisions and frustration.
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The Problem with the Basic Law
For China, the case of Hong Kong is a matter of national pride and dignity. It is a

matter of national unity and territorial integrity. It is a matter of the Chinese

people. At least this is what is said in the Preamble to the Hong Kong Basic Law.

As every schoolchild ought to know, Hong Kong was ceded to Great Britain in the

nineteenth century. First came the loss of the Hong Kong island in Britain’s

shocking pummeling of the Qing defenses in the first Opium War in –.

For good measure, Britain again went to war with the Qing in  and demanded

the Kowloon Peninsula as part of the treaty spoils. Approximately one-and-a-half

times the size of the Hong Kong island in terms of square miles, the peninsula lies

just across the harbor and became home to the majority of the Chinese population

that moved to reside in Hong Kong. In , concerned with the encroachment of

other foreign powers in the scramble for colonies Britain negotiated a ninety-nine-

year lease on the large rural tract of land between Kowloon and the Shenzhen

River, as well as the scattered islands in the bay, including Lantau Island, which is

the site of the current Hong Kong airport. Comprising over three-quarters of the

total Hong Kong area, it came to be called the New Territories. Although the Hong

Kong island and Kowloon Peninsula were ceded to Britain in perpetuity, the lease

on the New Territories expired in .

Concerns over the termination of the lease began to arise in the s.

Different theories exist on who first broached the matter, as Tai-lok Lui,

Stephen Chiu, and Ray Yep note in their extensive and insightful introduction

to the Handbook, “Introduction: The Long Transition”; we do know that in

 China’s representative to the United Nations convinced the General

Assembly to remove both Hong Kong and Macao from the list of colonies

expected to progress toward self-determination, effectively annulling any

hope for Hong Kong independence. Shortly after, the Hong Kong business

community—and bankers in particular—began to express concern about

mortgage arrangements, as fifteen-year loans issued in  would come due by

. Suffice it to say that diplomacy between Beijing, Westminster, and the

Hong Kong colonial office began in March  and resulted in the Joint

Declaration of , which provided a framework for Great Britain to handover

Hong Kong to China on  July . Under this agreement Britain would leave

and Hong Kong would convert to a Special Administrative Region under

Chinese sovereignty in a kind of decolonization without independence.

Accordingly, the Declaration stated, Hong Kong “will enjoy a high degree of

autonomy, except in foreign and defense affairs : : : the current social and

economic systems in Hong Kong will remain unchanged, and so will the life-

style” (cited in Lui et al., p. ). As such, Hong Kong’s political status would

change but everything else remain the same—the precise arrangements that

would become known as “One Country, Two Systems.”
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These events set in motion the drafting of the Basic Law of the Hong Kong

Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) of the People’s Republic of China in

the mid to late s. A kind of mini-constitution, the Basic Law lays the legal

groundwork for the governance of Hong Kong under Chinese sovereignty with

guarantees of executive, legislative, and judicial autonomy in order to ensure the

preservation of the socioeconomic status quo for at least fifty years—until .

The document took into account the sentiments of the Joint Declaration and

incorporated the concerns of the influential parties involved. Or, as Deng

Xiaoping put it, Hong Kong’s businesspeople “can rest their hearts at ease”

(cited in Lui et al., p. ).

This enshrinement was the outcome of a Faustian pact between Beijing and

Hong Kong capitalists (although thirty-years’ perspective only muddles the notion

of whose soul was on auction). In the midst of economic reforms, Beijing

desperately needed Hong Kong capital and expertise to help facilitate economic

growth in China, not to mention needing Hong Kong capital to remain in Hong

Kong to maintain prosperity. Hong Kong capitalists not only desired to preserve

their wealth and the structure of the economy that generated it but also were

keen to access the China market. Here then the unholy China-centered, state-

business alliance was born. The business community was recruited to help draft

the Basic Law, given half of the legislative seats through functional constituencies,

and placed on the Election Council enabling them to choose the chief executive.

From this perspective, the vague language on universal sovereignty is not

surprising for it serves the interests of this propertied group by protecting their

privilege in pulling the levers of state power and ensuring that the government is

responsive to their needs and not the public. China, meanwhile, fit Hong Kong

into an emerging strategy of asserting state control over the market while

allowing the market to guide firms and capital.

Although the Basic Law functions like a constitution, it is not a traditional

constitution. Apart from the fact that the Basic Law is subsumed under the PRC

constitution in both legal referent and physical presentation, it is most

significant to note that a traditional constitution communicates general

principles that are encapsulated in political institutions, whereas the Basic Law

is more of a series of precepts. More specifically, the Basic Law reflects a

perceived threat of state ownership and government control of private capital

and outlines protections against said threat. It thus moves to lay out rules that

aim to preserve the operation and accumulation of Hong Kong capital by

seizing on the existing institutions that have allowed it to flourish, namely a

capitalist market economy with a partially democratized administrative state. As

Lui et al. put it, “What were seen as the crucial ingredients of Hong Kong’s

success in achieving economic prosperity and political stability were written into

the Basic Law” (p. ). These ingredients are articulated in the following claims:
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state protection of private property, state facilitation of free markets, balanced

budgets, and administrative and judicial autonomy.

Of foremost concern was the need to protect existing assets and that law

would ensure private property. This is laid out as a “General Principle” in

Article , “The Hong Kong Special Administrative Region shall protect the right

of private ownership of property in accordance with law.” This sentiment is

further enumerated in Article , “The Hong Kong Special Administrative

Region shall, in accordance with law, protect the right of individuals and legal

persons to the acquisition, use, disposal and inheritance of property and their

right to compensation for lawful deprivation of their property.” Of significance

here is not only the fact that property is secured but also that the state has been

employed to ensure that it is secured. The law is mobilized under the authority

and power of the state to protect private property.

For property to continue to have economic meaning, it must be able to be

exchanged. For this to work a particular kind of market needs to be established

to facilitate the ability of property to produce value. In liberal economics this

market is referred to as a “free market,” although it is anything but free, as the

history here under discussion and subsequent developments show. The Basic

Law moved to enshrine state policy that would allow and encourage the

unobstructed movement of capital. Article  states, “The Hong Kong Special

Administrative Region shall pursue the policy of free trade and safeguard the

free movement of goods, intangible assets and capital.” Complementing this is

article after article working to mobilize the state and outline a legal regime that

creates a market favorable to capital and the production of value. Consider the

following:

The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region shall

provide an appropriate economic and legal environment for the maintenance

of the status of Hong Kong as an international financial centre. (Article )

The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region shall

provide an economic and legal environment for encouraging investments,

technological progress and the development of new industries. (Article )

The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region shall

formulate appropriate policies to promote and co-ordinate the development of

various trades such as manufacturing, commerce, tourism, real estate,

transport, public utilities, services, agriculture and fisheries, and pay regard to

the protection of the environment. (Article )

Of concern in these articles is how the Basic Law mobilizes the state and

constructs law to conjure up a market within a certain economic environment

that is of benefit to certain groups with certain interests and who have an

orthodox, if not limited, vision of markets in Hong Kong society.

The third perceived aspect of Hong Kong prosperity was a balanced budget.

The idea is that for markets to work efficiently in the distribution of resources
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the government needs to remain out of the market directly and not engage in

deficit spending. Hence Article : “The Hong Kong Special Administrative

Region shall follow the principle of keeping the expenditure within the limits of

revenues in drawing up its budget, and strive to achieve a fiscal balance, avoid

deficits and keep the budget commensurate with the growth rate of its gross

domestic product.”

It was understood that all this could only work if Hong Kong remained

autonomous in its capacity to govern, legislate, and adjudicate. China should

not be able to interfere in the cooking if the ingredients were going to mix well.

Article  thus clarifies, “The National People’s Congress authorizes the Hong

Kong Special Administrative Region to exercise a high degree of autonomy and

enjoy executive, legislative and independent judicial power, including that of

final adjudication, in accordance with the provisions of this Law.” While Article

 reassures, “The laws previously in force : : : shall be maintained.” Chapter 

of the Basic Law is devoted to further clarification of this “high degree of

autonomy,” articulating Hong Kong’s control in all areas save foreign affairs

(Article ), defense (Article ), and reinterpretation of the Basic law (Article ).

Thus, Hong Kong was “vested” with independent executive power (Article ),

legislative power (Article ), and judicial power (Article ). In fact, Article 

specifically states, “No department of the Central People’s Government and no

province, autonomous region, or municipality directly under the Central

Government may interfere in the affairs which the Hong Kong Special

Administrative Region administers on its own in accordance with this Law,”

unless they “obtain the consent of the government of the Region and the approval

of the Central People’s Government.”

As may seem obvious by now, the consideration guiding these laws was the

perceived need to keep the Chinese communist state at arm’s length. The

specter of the communist takeover of Shanghai in  still tortured the

imagination of many, especially those first-generation Hong Kong capitalists,

many of whom had fled from Shanghai. The PRC for them was a communist

state that would seize property and nationalize industry; it was one that would

punish citizens as class enemies and parade capitalists around in dunce caps. At

stake, the framers believed, was the ability to operate as a free economic actor

and not be subject to state control. The preamble of the Basic Law thus

emphasizes, “Under the principle of ‘one country, two systems,’ the socialist

system and policies will not be practiced in Hong Kong.” More forcefully,

Article  states, “The socialist system and policies should not be practiced in the

Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, and the previous capitalist system

and way of life shall remain unchanged for  years.” Such articles are reflective

of the design meant to ensure that the existing economic system and the

accompanying social order and its life practices would not be disturbed under

the sovereignty of the Chinese Communist Party.
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These enshrined concerns are precisely the problem with the Basic Law and

its formulations. Framers tried to capture the general institutions behind what we

now know to be contingent and somewhat arbitrary success of Hong Kong at

that particular point in time, and to do so less out of the interest of replication

and more out of concern that China would take them away. The goal was not

general prosperity for future generations, but rather ensuring that socialism did

not come to these shores and seize our assets. Thus the constitution that emerged

was not to lead society into the future but to freeze it in the past on the

assumption that the world from here on out would be free trade for all so long as

socialist states could be kept at bay. “It was assumed interactions between China

and Hong Kong would mainly be a kind of one-way traffic,” write Lui et al.,

“with the latter capitalizing on the opportunities to be opened during economic

reform in the mainland and Hong Kong’s people enjoying the benefits created by

the discrepancy in the living standards between the two places” (p. ).

Unfortunately, the world changed and China changed and such thinking has only

worked to retard social, political, and economic development.

The Basic Law and the interests that structured its formation have guided

governance in Hong Kong. Chief executives have been drawn from the business

community, advisory committees have been staffed by business leaders, and the

legislative agenda has been set by business interests. Administrative action and

civil service employment have worked to frame the principles of the Basic Law,

namely capital and its accumulation, and the government has been run in a way

that is consistent with Article , that is austerity and tax cuts. For Leo

Goodstadt in A City Mismanaged, what all this amounts to is dire incompetence

and a gross failure of government, or, as he puts it, “the collapse of good

government” and “serious mismanagement” (p. ).

In the name of fiscal conservatism, the Hong Kong government has

consistently pursued a policy of cutting government spending. This began almost

immediately with the Enhanced Productivity Program in  to privatize the

public sector while cutting off administrative funds and staff to carry out the

functions of government and the enforcement of regulations and law. Under the

program, agencies’ operating expenses were slashed by  percent, yet at the same

time these agencies were expected to take on more responsibilities and functions.

When new positions or appointments were needed, managers were instructed to

turn to the private sector and hire contractors. Goodstadt provides few details or

examples of how this worked, but Chief Executive Tung Chee-hwa, former

shipping magnate, comes out looking bad, for his sole concern, it seems, was how

to cut overhead costs by reducing the payroll.

Further cuts continued in social services across the board, including health

care, child care, education, and social security. Whereas the colonial state had

built a robust system of social welfare including public housing and health care

(largely in response to housing riots in the s), the HKSAR began chipping
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away at it in the name of privatization and competition. Tung’s successor,

Donald Tsang, a career civil servant who had early tenures as treasurer and

financial secretary in the colonial government, was eager to please the business

community, and he put it this way, “The government must never try to assist

the poor using its own resources, for this is doomed to failure, just like pouring

sand into the sea to reclaim land.” A member of a leading business dynasty

with a legislative seat was more sanguine: Arguing for deep cuts in government

spending and the axing of social services he pointed to workers in low-skilled

jobs and said, “If they fail to meet the needs of society it is a matter of course

that they will unfortunately be eliminated from society” (cited in Goodstadt, pp.

, –). By , one in five people in Hong Kong were on verge of such

elimination and living below the poverty line. Determined to further reduce

spending, however, a few years later the government raised the threshold for

social security assistance—a last resort safety net to provide funding for those

without sufficient income to meet their basic needs—condemning tens of

thousands to dire poverty.

Public housing also came under attack. Whereas the colonial government

was committed to providing good, affordable housing, HKSAR aimed to turn

everything over to the private sector. In , almost half of the Hong Kong

population lived in public housing, but over the next five years new supply

would be cut by  percent. The stated rationale was to reduce government

subsidized competition in the housing market, which, according to the chief

secretary, “competes unfairly with the private sector market.” The real aim was

profit, according to Goodstadt. Although he does not always have the figures or

evidence to back up his claims, we do know that supply in private housing

actually dropped sharply between  and  while average prices rose by

 percent (p. ). At the same time, the government sold off prime real estate

earmarked for public housing. In , for example, there were over a thousand

building sites slated for the development of three-quarter of a million homes

over the next eight years. These were all liquidated; and when a housing crisis

was recognized in  the government found that there was no land on which

to build (p. ).

The consequences of these policies have reverberated throughout society.

From health care to libraries, budget cuts have undermined social institutions

and the ability for Hong Kong citizens to fully partake in social and economic

life. Most egregious for Goodstad have been cuts to the civil service. What was

once an effective and efficient public service sector has been reduced to a thinly

stretched and overworked bureaucracy that no longer has the resources to

effectively enforce necessary regulation. The consequences could not be more

dire. Insufficient resources and personnel in the Marine Department, among

others, led to a collision of passenger ferries in  killing thirty-nine and

injuring ninety-two. Four years later, the Ombudsman declared the department
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still underfunded and understaffed to ensure safe waters and sailing. Similarly,

in housing, without enough inspectors, homes throughout Hong Kong have

become dilapidated with faulty electrical wiring and fittings, leaky pipes causing

frequent flooding, and overcrowding creating slum-like conditions, or what the

Development Bureau called “urban time bombs waiting to strike and cause

injuries and fatalities” (citied in Goodstadt, p. ). A building collapse in 

resulted in the death of four people, and building fires the next year killed

thirteen and injured another fifty-three. That year () the Urban Renewal

Authority noted, “More than , families in our community still live in

homes that are neither healthy nor safe.” Nearly a decade later the Authority

still estimates that over  buildings annually become decayed and in

immediate need of renewal. Without attention, the government notes, some

, buildings will be unfit for habituation by .

Goodstadt points the finger at Hong Kong’s leaders. He draws a line from

the decisions and actions of the chief executive since handover to implement

austerity and serve business interests over public welfare to the decline of

institutions, degradation of infrastructure, and ultimately death. The problem

with this analysis is not so much that it discounts the prevalent political and

legal structures but rather it simply ignores them. The analysis seems to say that

all choices are personal—that one can choose to do good and make life better

for people, or one can choose to serve capital. It moralizes politics without

providing an account of how things got this way and why they operate as they

do. The so-called mismanagement of Hong Kong is not just a failure of

leadership but also a success of capital in capturing the political and legal

institutions through the legislature and Basic Law. This capture has not only

enabled capital to effectively reproduce itself through overtly pro-business,

neoliberal ideology and practice in government, but also—and I do not

exaggerate—orchestrate a complete takeover of all of economic life in

Hong Kong.

The Problem of the Political Economy
To understand the capture of Hong Kong society by economic interests, it is

instructive to revisit the economic orthodoxy, especially in its view of Hong

Kong. In , the free-market, Chicago-school economist Milton Friedman

produced a PBS TV series on his ideas, aptly titled Free to Choose. At the focus

of the first episode was none other than Hong Kong. “If you want to see how

the free market really works,” Friedman says leaning on the rail of a passenger

ferry in the Hong Kong harbor, “this is the place to come.” According to

Friedman and free-market thinkers, Hong Kong was the perfect test for their

ideas, for it has few, if any, natural resources apart from a deep-water harbor

and the colonial state adopted a hands-off approach in governance by leveling

no tariffs and few regulations. Hong Kong is, he says, “a thriving, bustling,
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dynamic city that is made possible by the free market—the freest market in

the world!”

In the free-market narrative of Hong Kong the government is small and

unobtrusive, leaving people to make their own decisions about their lives and

the economy to develop in a “natural way.” Free markets and the lack of

regulation, they claim, have allowed individuals to take responsibility for their

own life choices and to enter into rational calculations on how best to employ

their skills to make a prosperous living, which in turn has led Hong Kong to

economic prosperity, high standards of living, and low mortality rates. This

works, the economists say, because beople suffer the consequences of their

strategic failures and reap the rewards of their success. In explanation of what

this looks like, Friedman takes the viewer down an alleyway and through a

balcony to a “factory,” which is really a small apartment with three or four

shirtless men carving ivory tusks under circulating fans. These are the highest-

paid workers in Hong Kong, he announces, who could lobby their employer for

better working conditions but who choose instead to accept the conditions and

pocket higher pay to spend as they wish.

Friedman’s logic is seductive. If state intervention is removed and the market

allowed to set the terms of exchange and distribution, the argument goes, people

will gravitate toward the most efficient means of production and circulation.

Industrial policy and certifications are unnecessary if the market is free and all

transactions are voluntary, for individuals will act in their best interest, establishing

factories and buying for services, or they will not and the market will work out

the rest. Hong Kong was his living proof. He pointed to the world’s busiest

harbor, where ships arrived to carry away the plastic squirt guns assembled by the

deft hands of women in windowless factories and the tin containers soldered

together by Mr. Chen in the street. Thirty years later (), a senior fellow at the

conservative Cato Institute followed in Friedman’s footsteps and pointed to the

Hong Kong skyline boasting more skyscrapers than all of New York as his proof

of the continuing success of the free market. Hong Kong’s spectacular gross

domestic product (GDP) growth, he said, was not achieved by government

directive but rather the free market. This is the logic that has come to frame not

only the world’s understanding of Hong Kong but also Hong Kong of itself.

Such an understanding of Hong Kong is ephemeral in theory and fleeting

in practice. It misleads on the role of the state and overlooks the evolving

regional economy. Much like the drafting of the Basic Law, it tries to provide a

formula for the contingent successes that are reflected only momentarily at a

certain point in time. What happens when all production moves to China and

the factories either close up or leave? What happens when Mr. Hou cannot

mechanize his picture frame shop, as Friedman says, because oligopolies create

cartels and land prices skyrocket? What happens when Mr. Leung must close

his Cantonese wedding gown operation because property rents have risen to a
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level that only international luxury brands can afford? What happens when

wages stagnate and social mobility ceases? Ostensibly, one must adapt to market

forces by upgrading one’s skills and moving up the value chain. But what

happens when a university education only leaves you in debt and working the

world’s longest hours in a minimum-wage job in the service sector, if you are

fortunate to even find a job? And what kind of choice is it to live in a

subdivided forty-eight-square foot apartment while paying the world’s highest

rent to do so?

Another way of asking all this might be, what went wrong? How did this

system of small government and free markets generate so much inequality?

How did it create oligopolies and rule by the rich? How is it that economic

opportunity is diminished and freedom disheveled? Indeed, if the freest market

in the world is so great, why are people protesting?

One place to start answering these questions is deindustrialization.

Intriguingly, all the subjects in Friedman’s Hong Kong sojourn either work in a

factory or engage in petty-entrepreneurship of commodity production. When he

visited in , Hong Kong—and the East Asia region in general—was at the

tail end of a decades-long postwar manufacturing boom. Chinese migrants

spilled across the border to work in factories making plastic toys, low-end

electronics, and other goods for American consumers. With cheap labor and

easy access to shipping ports, the New Territories had become a manufacturing

center, experiencing exponential growth and relatively high wages. When

China’s economic reforms began to take hold in the s and accelerate in the

s, however, manufacturing migrated north to Shenzhen and other areas in

Guangdong that offered free land, ample investment capital, and a pass on

environmental and labor regulations. To quantify this shift, consider that in the

mid-s manufacturing accounted for more than a quarter of Hong Kong’s

GDP. Today it is less than  percent. In , over  percent of the population

was employed in manufacturing. By  that number had fallen to  percent

and has continued to decline.

This demise of manufacturing has been offset by the growth of financial,

business, and consumer services. Rather than producing goods, Hong Kong

began to transform itself into a processor of raw materials and produced goods

going in and out of China on the one hand, and a financial center that oversaw

the manufacturing boom taking place in the Pearl River Delta on the other. It

moved into the servicing of import and export trades and catered to travelers

moving throughout the region, while also taking part in wholesale operations

and warehousing of goods. Quantitatively, where manufacturing went into

precipitous decline, employing nearly half of the Hong Kong population to

almost none, these other sectors went through corresponding gains. In ,

wholesale and retail, import and export trades, and restaurants and hotel sectors

employed . percent of the workforce; by  it had grown to over 
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percent. Similarly, financing, insurance, real estate, and business services went

from under  percent of the workforce in  to almost  percent by .

The consequences of this shift have not been widespread social prosperity,

however, but escalating inequality. Hong Kong domestic growth has been

phenomenal, to be sure, with GDP gains of nearly  percent in real terms

from  to —and that is in the midst of numerous economic and

financial crises. Likewise, unemployment has continued to decline from over 

percent in  to just over  percent in . However, the gains here have

gone to an economic elite who extract rents, argue Louis Augustin-Jean and

Anthea Cheung in The Economic Roots of the Umbrella Movement in Hong

Kong. Statistically they point to Hong Kong’s rising Gini coefficient—the gold

standard of inequality—which was one of the highest in the world in  at

., up from . in , where  represents perfect equality of income

among citizens and  a situation where one citizen owns all the income. The

United States, on the contrary, recorded . in , still its highest in fifty

years. In , the richest  percent owned more than over three-quarters of

the population, and the wealth of Hong Kong’s forty-five billionaires was

equivalent to  percent of the GDP. This is a result of stagnating and declining

wages. From  to , for example, the total share of the median monthly

household income fell among the lowest quintile from . percent to .

percent, but rose among the highest from . percent to . percent. In fact,

since  wages among even educated young have experienced no growth or

declines (pp. –).

An increase in education has not helped address this problem, but in fact

only exacerbated it. As part of a governmental push to upgrade skills by

encouraging university education, targets were set in  to increase the

number of high school graduates enrolling in university from  percent to 

percent, a figure that was far surpassed in  with  percent of graduates

going on to higher education. This has resulted in a highly educated

workforce—one of the highest in the world—but also one that cannot find

good jobs. A recent study concluded that graduates today earn  percent less

than they did twenty-five years ago, in real terms. Similarly Augustin-Jean and

Cheung show that from  to  salaries of graduates stagnated, and when

they increased it was at a pace much slower than GDP growth (p. ). And that

is if graduates can find a job, for the increase in the number of graduates

outstrips that of skilled jobs. For example, the number of skilled jobs, including

administrative and professional positions, increased  percent from  to

, from . million jobs to . million; however, the number of applicants

rose by nearly  percent. Reporting on a conversation with a fourteen-year-

old student, a social worker said that young people “see tertiary education more

as getting into huge debt than achieving social mobility. In short, he sees

nothing he can aspire to for life” (cited in Augustin-Jean and Cheung, p. ).
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The lack of social mobility has become particularly galling as it has taken

place within a generation. In ,  percent of university graduates found a

middle-class job, but by  that number had dropped to  percent. Although

this decline does not appear so steep, Chung Yan Ip points out in “Youth and

Changing Opportunity Structure,” in chapter  in Handbook, that in ,

“young university graduates were more likely to land on lower middle-class jobs

with less favorable employment conditions” (p. ). This is to say, once upper-

and lower middle-class jobs are differentiated—that is, managers,

administrators, and professionals in the former and associate professionals in

the latter—the decline was more extreme, from over  percent of graduates in

 obtaining work in upper-middle-class jobs to less than  percent in .

Meanwhile, a growing number of graduates had to settle for non-middle class

jobs in clerical, service, and retail positions. These findings indicate that more

university graduates have increasingly discovered that labor market returns are

dwindling and they have fewer life chances. Ip’s analyses here shows “a less

optimistic picture by revealing that half of the degree holders in  were

excluded from being upper middle class” (p. ).

At the same time, the cost of living has increased. Property prices have shot

up  percent since the handover, and a mortgage can consume  percent of

individual’s income. Indeed, at around $, per square foot, housing in Hong

Kong is consistently the most expensive in the world. For the past decade,

Hong Kong has recorded the highest housing prices on the planet, with a family

needing over twenty years of savings to afford a home, almost twice as long as

in the second most expensive city of Vancouver. As one commentator put it,

people “can only fantasize about owning that most basic of human comforts—a

roof over one’s head.” Consumer prices have also followed suit with

astronomical increases. Petrol prices, for example, have surged  percent in

the past seven years (–) to clock in at over $ a gallon in April ,

or  percent higher than the international average. Food prices also remain

some of the highest in the world, with fresh food costing two-and-a-half times

more in Hong Kong than Britain.

Jobs are becoming fewer, pay is stagnating, housing is out of reach, prices

are rising, and debt is accumulated. According to Augustin-Jean and Cheung,

this state of the Hong Kong economy is a consequence of developments that go

back to at least the s that structured the economy in a way to enable an

economic elite to extract rents from the rest of the population. At the time,

local entrepreneurs began to consolidate the property market and leveraged

their position and capital to increase land holdings and extend activities into

other sectors of the economy, such as supermarkets and utilities, creating large

oligopolies. This resulted not in a free market but rather a dual economy, where

“the international trade remains relatively free and open (even though the

seaport and container business are in reality controlled by a few companies); the
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domestic economy is now mostly in the hands of just a few firms” (p. ).

These few companies extract rents from consumers and snatch up any

economic surpluses.

The story of this concentration of economic power revolves around land

and land developers. In the s, a handful of developers began to

consolidate control of land and corner a market that was being restricted by

the colonial government. As political instabilities rocked China in the late

s and s, and uncertainties surrounded both handover negotiations

and the outcome of Chinese rule, British companies began to divest their

portfolios. These assets were snatched up by local developers such as Sun

Hung Kai and New World Development as they increased their holdings from

. million square meters in  to . million square meters in .

Concentration had reached such a degree that by the mid-s,  percent of

new private housing was supplied by seven developers, and  percent came

from just four. By , the largest single developer, Henderson Land, held

nearly twenty million square feet of developable floor area and over thirty

million square feet of agricultural land, increasing this amount to . million

square feet by  (p. ).

Rather than developing this land, however, Henderson and its few other

competitors bank it. They sit on land and wait for prices to rise, and only then

release home sales slowly so as to ensure that prices remain high. As the policy

think tank Civic Exchange put it, “There is another myth about Hong Kong—

that it has insufficient land. A common belief is that prices are high because there

is a shortage of supply. The truth is that there is plenty of land if only the land

market is more flexible for development and regeneration.” In addition to

ensuring high rents, this strategy has the advantage of pushing out smaller

developers who cannot afford to sit on land waiting for prices to rise, nor who

have the connections and know-how to mobilize bankers, investors, and auctions

markets. In recent years, the ranks of developers have shrunk as only a few big,

capital-rich companies from mainland China have been able to enter (p. ).

Developers own far more than land, however, they control most of the

Hong Kong economy. Supermarkets, utilities, transportation, banking,

broadcasting, and telecommunications all fall under their purview. In fact, the

conglomerates are oligopolies. “Here is your typical day in Hong Kong,” reads

one report charting the control of these oligopolies. “After buying your groceries

from Li Ka-shing, you hop on to one of Cheng Yu-tung’s buses to take you

back to your Kwok brothers’ apartment to cook your food with, you guessed it,

gas supplied by Lee Shau-kee. With tentacles like these, it is easy for the big

conglomerates to bundle things together. If you buy a Henderson flat, you can

be sure the water heater will run off gas. One developer, Hutchison, even tried

to include its own telecoms services into Cheung Kong’s Banyan Garden estate

management package before residents’ complaints made it back down.” Those
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four names are the four families that own the four main consortiums with

networks of companies in all sectors of the economy.

Far more than simply providing services for consumers, these companies

collude to block competition, raise prices, and extract maximum rents. When

French hypermarket Carrefour tried to penetrate the Hong Kong market and

break the supermarket duopoly of Wellcome and ParknShop, the conglomerates,

who also own all the real estate, made sure that it could not find enough

premises to open stores. They also control and collude with wholesalers, who

refused to supply the new entrant. With their position secured, the two chains

increased prices by an average of nearly  percent during a two-year period

when overall retail prices fell by over  percent. Commercial sectors from

textbooks, motor vehicle instruction, building services, and even noodles have

all been subject to cartel activity from these conglomerates, according to official

reports. Given that they own all the commercial real estate, it is not uncommon

to raise rental prices, driving out small local retailers and waiting for

international luxury brands to pay the exorbitant rents, at once increasing their

bottom line while at the same time keeping out the competition. “Walk along

the street in many middle-class neighborhoods,” suggested one magazine article,

“and you will often see four, five, six or more real estate agents where there

used to be a hairdresser, a stationer, a photocopy shop and a mom &

pop store.”

The unabashed economic power of the conglomerates has not gone

completely ignored. Despite the corporate-controlled government and legislature,

a Competition Ordinance was enacted in ; after much deliberation and

opposition it took effect in . Patrick Ho, a former secretary for Home Affairs,

launched a forceful public relations campaign in support of the regulation, citing

it as essential to the economic health of the SAR. “The lack of competition in the

housing [sector] is transforming this once free-trade paradigm into an oligarchy

run by a few real-estate developers,” he said. He went on to decry the corporate

giants that operate like near monopolies in all sectors without competition

enabling them to manipulate prices. Without a competition law, he said, “the

likely outcome is that Hong Kong’s business giants will grow into monsters”

(cited in Augustin-Jean and Cheung, pp. –).

Unfortunately for such champions of the law, it was designed to prevent

existing corporations from abusing their market positions rather than to break

up or even prevent the concentration of market power. The ordinance does not

have a divesture clause, as Augustin-Jean and Cheung note, and therefore does

not address the actually existing problem in Hong Kong, namely economic

concentration and market dominance. This is to say that the law focuses on the

problems of cartels and price fixing but allows the concentration of markets and

the exercise of large economies of scale in the financial interest of the

conglomerate. “Leave a dog in a room with some meat on the table and it will
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eat the meat,” wrote one commentator. “Allow companies to collude against

consumers and sell nasty, overpriced housing at a huge mark-up and they

will.” Augustin-Jean and Cheung concur, noting with dismay that the

conglomerates have successfully weakened the ordinance “to the point in which

its enforcement cannot lead to fundamental changes in Hong Kong’s economic

organization” (p. ).

In June , as millions of Hong Kong demonstrators were getting gassed

in the streets, Yonden Lhatoo, the chief news editor of the South Ching Morning

Post, Hong Kong’s largest English-language daily, published a scathing video

commentary. “This is about feeling hopeless and frustrated and downtrodden.

It’s about the perception that no one cares about their grievances, whether

stemming from social or political problems, and that there is no future.” He

went on to explain that the current situation is a product of the conglomerates

and their extreme concentration of economic power. Housing, he said, “remains

the root cause of resentment and social strife.” The fact that the administrative

and legislative bodies allow it to continue is certainly “beyond outrageous,” as

Lhatoo proclaims, but it is a direct consequence of the existing political and

legal structures. The contemporary institutions have long since wiped away the

bustling markets, humming factories, and petty-entrepreneurship of Friedman’s

Hong Kong, replacing them instead with monsters that extract rents and leave

little market access or opportunity for anyone else.

The Future of Hong Kong
Whenever the topic of Hong Kong arises in discussion the question of what will

happen undoubtedly gets asked. Will people continue to protest? Will the

government capitulate? Will China invade? No one knows, of course, and

speculation is at best an exercise in frivolous punditry. The most responsible

response anyone can give is to characterizethe existing structural constraints

that guide action—namely politics, China, and economic power—an analysis of

which prepares an understanding of possibilities. In a biting commentary on the

economic power of the conglomerates, the cheeky leisure magazine Time Out

Hong Kong offered three such possibilities: Wait for the conglomerate tycoons

to die and hope inter and intra squabbles among their successors lead to

economic restructuring; take to the streets with demands of change; or “live

with it and count your pennies.” When the piece was written in , the

general mood of apathetic despair seemed to punch home this third option.

Then the  and  protests rekindled hope. The people-power that forced

the annulment of the proposed security bill in  and the retirement of the

chief executive in  appeared revived. In , not only had mass protests

once again forced the government to withdraw a controversial security law, but

also they had now mobilized a quarter of the population and brought the plight

of Hong Kong before the world.
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As almost all of the books under review here emphasize, the rallying cry in

this newfound hope has been universal suffrage, or the ability of ordinary men

and women to exercise greater control over their lives by casting a vote for a

representative who will recognize and fight for their interests, needs, and

aspirations. This does not sound like an unreasonable statement to make about

the nature of the protests; the preceding pages have further developed it in the

context of the economic and historical dimensions. What becomes clear is that

more than just the lack of a ballot box is at stake; in addition, certain interests

have leveraged power and position at particular points in time to recast politics in

their name and articulate law in their benefit. These developments facilitated state

capture and the shaping of the nature of economic power to favor concentration

and gross accumulation. Over time this resulted in a small group of people who

own the majority of wealth and pull the levers on political outcomes. It should

thus be no surprise that this economic and political elite—not to mention Beijing

as colluder—resist structural change and challenge to the political order. Like any

ruling class throughout history, their power and position is both confirmed and

secured within the existing social, political, and economic arrangements. Their

laws frame those structures and try to encrust their relations in an increasingly

hard shell with greater measures to suppress outcry and dissent.

With this analysis in mind, democracy idealized, in real terms, is imagined

to look like the following. Direct elections of the chief executive and legislature

would shift the political context by placing legitimacy and sovereignty in the

hands of the voters. This would displace Beijing and perhaps even challenge the

political location of sovereignty by making the holder of political office

(especially the chief executive) directly answerable to the people and not the

,-person hand-picked, pro-China, business-stacked election committee.

Furthermore, the business elite would find their megaphone reduced to but a

shout, if not muted, as their influence over the government wanes and their

position in the legislature diminishes. Real antimonopoly laws would be passed,

breaking up the conglomerates’ stranglehold on the economy. Meaningful

competition laws would be enacted, enabling new entrants to enter the market

and free consumers from the tyranny of cartel prices. Adequate public housing

would get built, giving citizens a suitable adobe and lowering the exorbitant

prices of private homes. Democracy would even lead to a forward-looking

constitution not subject to the follies of the economic orthodoxy.

There are two problems to this told fortune of democracy-cum-universal

suffrage, one explicit and the other immanent. The first is widely recognized

and well rehearsed among most commentators, including those under review

here: Democracy is an unlikely prospect, precisely because of what it might

actuate; too many entrenched political and economic interests are threatened by

the possibility, and they have shown that they are more ready to fight to the

death—or rather attack to kill—than to give up these interests. At the time of
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writing, the new national security law has not only been used to arrest and

charge protestors for exercising speech, but has also been proactively employed

to disqualify candidates from seeking legislative seats and, most radically, to

arrest four teenagers who had previously formed a pro-independence political

group on suspicion of “inciting secession.” “The question is not about what

the conflicts are,” write Lui et al. in their introduction to the Handbook, “but

rather how they are to be dealt with.”

The second problem is perhaps more acute but rarely apprehended: The

implementation of universal suffrage will not fulfill the hopes and aspirations of

Hong Kong democrats but instead only further existing trends in neoliberalism.

This is to say the political institution of electoral voting as practiced in Western

liberal democracies today is in crisis. Demagogues from Hungary to the United

States have risen to power by exploiting divisions in the name of the people and

are increasingly enacting authoritarian measures to consolidate their powers—

from annulling democratic norms to stifling the press and free speech—as well as

using the state to create conditions that favor certain economic interests. Much

like Hong Kong, leaders the world over are collapsing the distinction between the

political and economic elite, making it impossible to tell where the policies and

practices of government end and the interests and benefits of its leaders—both

elected and self-appointed—and their inner circle and financial enablers begin.

With few exceptions, commentators fail to recognize the universal in the

particular of the Hong Kong case. While Hong Kong is a striking example of

neoliberal socioeconomic practice, it is hardly unique. The specific case here is a

stark manifestation of the development of trends in the global political economy

over the past forty years. In the s and s, free-market advocates and

politicians began to advance ideas and implement policies that both empowered

capital and mobilized government in service of capital. This led not only to the

slow dismantling of social programs and protections, but also to the use of

government powers to create an environment within which global capital could

thrive. Through military, legal, and political means, a certain set of ideas about

markets, property rights, and individualism were implemented around the world.

This blurring of the division between public and private finds governments

overtly working on behalf of corporations to extenuate an economic system that

favors global capital over labor, private companies over society and social welfare,

and economic concentration over economic democracy. It is a system that is

perpetuated by the attenuation of politics and capital, whereby the rich purchase

beneficial economic policies that further insulate their position and wealth.

Through political influence they obtain lower taxes, larger deductions, fewer

regulations, and corporate protections, among other things.

From this perspective, Hong Kong is only an extreme case of a general

trend—an advanced manifestation of the future that awaits a society caught in

the clutches of neoliberalism. Universal suffrage, it seems, cannot save us.
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Wasserstrom, in the final chapter of his engaging account, offers some

needed perspective to help situate all this in the long arc of a moral universe. A

hundred years ago, Chinese youth took to the streets to protest their fate at the

hands of adverse economic and political interests. Of immediate concern was

the Versailles Treaty, a post–World War I treaty that gave German concessions

to Japan rather than returning colonial territory to China. But like Hong Kong

of today, the movement opened deeper issues of political control, economic

concentration, and legal rights. Although some gains were won, such as the

dismissing of pro-Japanese officials and the refusal of the Chinese delegation to

sign the treaty, for decades the protests were considered a failure: Western

powers still enacted the treaty and turned over all German territory and rights

to Japan, leading to Japanese occupation of northeastern China and eventually

an all-out war against the Chinese people. Today, however, the episode is

known as the May Fourth Movement and has a hallowed place in Chinese

history as the beginning of mass politics and the awakening of a generation. In

conclusion, Wasserstrom writes, “ will clearly go down in history as the

year that, like  marks an important turning point in the history of protest,

repression, and imperial projects in East Asia” (p. ). With global protests on

the rise and sparked by an expression of dissatisfaction with the existing state of

the world, we may hope that the year of the protest will mark a turning point

not just in Hong Kong but in the history of capitalism as well.

Macabe Keliher
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