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Unit 1

Hong Kong, a Look Back and a Look Forward
— the Perspective of One China!

The issue of Hong Kong is current, complex and controversial. It is
steeped in history and has many aspects and implications. Not only
are there many “players” involved, but there the rules of the
“game” are not always observed, sometimes with excited spectators
rushing right into the field,? which makes the outcome even harder
to predict. What I shall try to do is to provide some background
information which I hope will help in an understanding of the basic
issues involved here. 1 am not a Hong Kong specialist, but I will
make use of my knowledge of Chinese and world history, of
international affairs and of impressions gathered during a recent
month-long visit to Hong Kong, especially the comments my wife
and I heard there through meeting with a wide range of people.
Then I will draw a few conclusions. Whether my perspective and
analysis are right or wrong will soon be known, initially within six
weeks or so.

Hong Kong had been Chinese territory until it was ceded to
England in 1842. Since then, it has been a British Governor colony
ruled by King or Queen. Known as a jewel on the British Crown, it
has developed, especially in the last few decades, to become what a
recent New Yorker article sarcastically termed the “cash cow of the
British Empire”.

In 1982, while I was visiting the United Stated, England
fought a war with Argentina over the Falkland Islands.? All of a
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suddeh, the American press was full of news about that war, and
everyone who cared was looking up the atlas to find out where the
islands were. I wonder how many of you know that at about this
time, Anegotiations began between Britain and China on the issue of
Hong Kong. Now, why this difference in approach?* Why
negotiations and not war? “China is not Argentina, it is much
bigger and more powerful”, you might answer. Well, you would be
wrong if you thought so. The main reason is: under the Sino-British
Treaty of 1898, the “New Territories,” which form the greater part
of Hong Kong, was leased to Britain for 99 years. It was not ceded
to Britain outright. And by 1982, the date of expiration of the
lease, i.e., June 30, 1997, was not far off.

Although it was still in the early 1980s, the British were
worried that since everyone knew their time in Hong Kong would be
up by 1997, local real estate development, which had played such an
important role in Hong Kong’ s prosperity but was mainly
concentrated in the New Territories,” would falter and Western
capital would stop coming in and those already there might
withdraw. Therefore, some kind of modus vivendi® and, if possible,
a permanent agreement had to be concluded to end this uncertainty.
In short, Hong Kong Islands and Kowloon without the New
Territories would suffocate. That was the reason why the British
Prime Minister, the “Iron Lady” Margaret Thatcher, went to
Beijing to negotiate. Thatcher, and the governor of Hong Kong
before her, had wanted China to agree to continued British rule with
nominal Chinese sovereignty, but Deng Xiaoping did not agree. He
said: no compromise on sovereignty, but the capitalist system can
remain for another 50 years in Hong Kong.

Now remember, this was the period when China had just
emerged from the disastrous Cultural Revolution (1966-1976),
which, according to the estimates of one Chinese historian, had cost
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the country more than 500 billion Chinese Yuan, or 60 billion US
dollars, in national income. Normalcy finally returned.
Normalization of relations with the United Stated was achieved. So,
the issue of reunification (meaning unification of the mainland with
Hong Kong and Taiwan), shelved for an entire decade, was again
on the country’s agenda. That is the background to the proposal for
a solution of the Hong Kong question on the basis of “One China
with two systems.” In other words, the whole of Hong Kong would
be returned to China on July 1, 1997, but the capitalist system
under which it had developed so speedily will continue as before.

Now, those of you who have studied political science know very
well the great differences, and shall we say, the antagonism,
between the socialist and the capitalist system. And to have the two
systems coexist in one country is unprecedented and without parallel
in history. Herein lies the boldness and fascination of this proposal.
If it worked, it would have significant implications for Mainland-
Taiwan relationship, and perhaps for the solution of many knotty
ethnic and territorial differences throughout the world as well. On
the other hand, if it failed, it would prove and reinforce doubts
about feasibility of the entire proposition and suspicion of the
sincerity of its proponents.

Let us go back a little into history. In 1840, Britain, a rising
commercial power engaged in colonial expansion in all parts of the
world, fought a war against China to uphold its opium trade there.
It was therefore known as the Qpium War. Prior to that, Britain
had unfavorable balance of trade with China. Chinese tea, which
had become the British national drink, was causing a drain on
British silver and gold. Then British merchants discovered that they
could turn the tables on China by exporting the opium produced in
India, which had already come under British rule. It is recorded
that beginning with only 200 chests in 1792, British exports of

-
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opium to China had passed 1000 chests by 1796 and 4500 chests by
1800. During the next quarter century, China’s opium imports rose
almost ten times. Meanwhile, the constant inflow of opium caused a -
continuous outflow of silver from China. By the early 1830s, 9
million taels of silver were flowing out of China annually.

So, while the opium trade was a source of great fortune for the
British merchants, it was a source of social evils and created an
economic crisis in China. When the Chinese government banned
opium trade, a British expeditionary force with 16 warships and 31
other ships attacked two major ports along China’ s eastern
seaboard. Soon after, a second expeditionary force, doubling the
size of the first, occupied several strategic Chinese cities, forcing the
Chinese to negotiate. When Britain defeated China, it not only
retained its right to continue the opium trade and got a huge
indemnity for its “losses”, but also seized Hong Kong and forced
China to open up five trade ports. This was the begmmng of a series
of defeats and of foreign domination of China.

To be fair, Britain was not the only Western power forcing its
way into China during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. In
fact, the extension of the Hong Kong territory to include the much
larger New Territories, which is eleven times the size of Hong Kong
and Kowloon put together, was partly a move to preempt the
French from laying their hands on Kwangzhou Bay. In short, the
Western powers were then engaged in a “great Games” to establish
spheres of influence in Chma, then under the rule of the decrepit
Qing Court.

Now, this is why to all Chinese conversant with their own
‘history, not only those on the mainland but including those in Hong
Kong,” Taiwan and in other parts of the world, the return of Hong
Kong is a matter of great historical importance. It signifies the end
of more than a century of humiliations. Therefore, what will happen
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on July 1 this year is, above all, a Chinese takeover. Here is
something non-Chinese may not be able to fully appreciate.

Starting from the 60s, while the mainland of China was
embroiled in the Cultural Revolution and experiencing several
political and economic setbacks, Hong Kong began its economic
takeover. Making use of its trade advantages and of Western
management method to develop its labor-intensive industries, it soon
became so successful that it was ranked among the “four small
tigers” of Asia. By the 80s, its GDP per capita was way ahead of
the mainland’ s. Social scientists gave different reasons for its
achievemnents, but a market economy, social stability thanks to the
rule of law, and favorable international ties are commonly
acknowledged as constituting the basic causes.

On the other hand, Britain realized that without the New
Territories, Hong Kong could not exist by itself, let alone prospef. 8
It had to be supplied with food, water, goods, capital and business
_ opportunities from outside. These were the objective facts which had
to be recognized by both sides when some kind of arrangement was
negotiated between Britain and China. It was to the credit of their
leaders that they thought up the present arrangement whereby Hong
Kong would be returned to China but would retain its capitalist
system. It would be administered by the Hong Kong people
‘themselves, but British economic and cultural influence would
remain intact. A compromise, no doubt, agreed upon after much
hard bargaining on both sides, but the result was far better than a
settlement by war, like what happened over the Falkland Islands.

The 1984 Sino-British Joint Declaration on Hong Kong® and the
1990 Basic Law of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region!?
are too long for me to go into detail here! However, since they form

the basis for Hong Kong” s coming transfer and future development,
" I have summarized the gist of the two documents into the following
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points:

+ China will resume sovereignty over Hong Kong.

+ Hong Kong will enjoy a “special administrative region” status,
giving it a unique identity quite different from the rest of China.

« It will enjoy a high degree of autonomy, vested with executive,
legislative, legal and independent judicial power, including that of
final adjudication. But foreign affairs and defense matters will be
in the hands of the Chinese central government.

* Hong Kong’ s original political, economic and social systems and
the people’s lifestyle will remain intact.

- The Government of HKSAR, ! including the Chief Executive,
100 percent of the members of the executive council and no less
than 80 percent of the members of the legislative council, and the
chief judges in the court will all be Chinese citizens who are
permanent Hong Kong residents with no right of abode in any
foreign country and who have resided in Hong Kong for no less
than 15 years or 20 years. The Central Government shall not send
officials to take part in the government of Hong Kong at any

level.

The feelings of the Hong Kong people about the changeover are

not quite the same. According to several opinion polls made recently
by independent sources in Hong Kong, nearly 80 per cent of the
people feel confident. This does not mean there are no doubts or
even fears. Why? Hong Kong has been a haven for refugees

throughout recent decades of Chinese history. It was so during the

Japanese invasion and occupation of parts of the Chinese mainland

(1937-1941) ; in the late 40s when the defeat of the Nationalists in

the civil war caused an exodus from the mainland (consisting mainly
of business people and professionals from Shanghai and other coastal
cities); and later, throughout the political campaigns on the

mainland.



Aside from political reasons, there were also a large number of
refugees who flocked to Hong Kong from nearby Guangdong
Province to escape famine and economic difficulties. Among these
were traders, workers and farmers as well as entrepreneurs,
intellectuals, technicians. Over the years, a considerable number of
the latter group have prospered in Hong Kong. When my wife lived
in Hong Kong in the late 30s and early 40s, the population was
somewhere around a million. Now, it is over six million.

Most of the Hong Kong people therefore have an ambivalent
feeling towards the coming changeover. On the one hand, as
Chinese, they feel that the end of the British colony is to be
welcomed. On the other hand, they are afraid that the kind of life
they have become used to will be changed. And the specter of
upheavals like those of the Cultural Revolution frighten them. When
I visited Hong Kong in 1988, quite a number of professors I met
were thinking of leaving. “What about the Cultural Revolution? Or
the previous political campaigns?” they would ask. “ What
assurances will I have if Beijing fails to live up to its words?”

Now, I could understand their not wanting to take any chances
and choosing to go to Canada, Australia or the United States to get a
passport or a permanent residence card there. That was exactly what
a lot of them did. According to one estimate, between 1984 and
1990, about one-tenth of the population left (I have not checked on
its accuracy, but there are now several enclaves of Hong Kongers in
Toronto and Vancouver, Canada; in Melbourne and Sydney,
Australia; and in San Francisco and Los Angeles, the United
States). Now, according to Frank Ching, writing in the May/June
issue of Foreign Affairs, about one-fifth of these expatriates have
returned. When 1 visited Hong Kong again last December, the type
of questions asked by some relatives and friends was somewhat
different and people are more interested in developments on the
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