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No force can block the thirst for freedom that lies within human nature, and some day China, too, will be a nation of laws where human rights are paramount.


—Liu Xiaobo, writer, philosopher, human rights activist,
and Nobel Peace Prize laureate; died July 13, 2017,
age sixty-one, in Chinese custody
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PREFACE


When the People’s Republic of China resumed sovereignty over Hong Kong in 1997, it solemnly promised to uphold for fifty years the freedoms that had developed during the British colonial era. Halfway to that milestone, China has instead embarked on a campaign to systematically dismantle the territory’s foundational freedoms: of the press, of speech, and of assembly, all underpinned by the rule of law. The party has done this with the help of the Hong Kong government (not democratically elected) and its business elite, who are too shortsighted, too concerned with immediate monetary or status advantages, or too willfully naïve to understand what is at stake.


In 2019, the people of Hong Kong mounted the most sustained challenge to China’s rule since Mao Zedong founded the People’s Republic in 1949. Hong Kongers had long been pressing Beijing to make good on its promises in the city’s mini-constitution for universal suffrage. This wasn’t anything radical, simply the right to elect the mayor (known locally as the chief executive) and the city council (the Legislative Council, a largely toothless body that didn’t even have the authority to initiate spending bills). Notwithstanding its repeated pre-handover promises, Beijing couldn’t stomach the idea of sharing power with anyone who wasn’t a “patriot” who “loves the country.” Only those politicians who support the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) are eligible for office now, thus disqualifying the overwhelming majority of Hong Kongers who support democracy. Simply put, Beijing’s refusal to let Hong Kongers elect their mayor and city council set the stage for conflict. Hong Kong’s fight to preserve its freedoms against threats from mainland China is an ongoing test of a democratic society’s ability to withstand authoritarian China’s pressure. The results to date have been discouraging for anyone who believes in democracy.


The summer of 2019 began with peaceful demonstrations, as some two million people filled the city’s streets to oppose a law that would have allowed extradition to mainland China, where Hong Kong’s legal protections do not apply and where arbitrary arrests and torture are common. The territory’s police responded from the first days with needless violence, setting off an escalating but completely avoidable cycle of confrontation with protesters. There was no attempt to hold the police accountable, let alone to apologize for evident excesses. At the end of a year in which thousands of rounds of tear gas and rubber bullets were fired, one in which protesters invaded and vandalized the Legislative Council, burned subway stations, fired catapult and slingshot projectiles at police, and literally ripped up the city streets, a resounding majority voted for the demonstrators’ pro-democracy agenda.


China’s Communist Party, angered at its inability to bring Hong Kong to heel and convinced that Western plots to overthrow China lay at the roots of the protests, responded by ushering in an ominous new phase with the July 1, 2020, imposition of a draconian National Security Law and subsequent arrests of dozens of leaders of the democracy movement. Thus began a period of “reeducation” redolent of Mao Zedong’s bloody Cultural Revolution, ten years of madness from 1966 to 1976 that saw friends and families on the mainland turn against one another as the revolution devoured its own. In the first year of the National Security Law’s introduction in Hong Kong, more than one hundred people, including journalists and political leaders, were arrested under the law’s vague and sweeping provisions. Many were denied bail, implicitly deemed guilty by handpicked judges even though it would be a year or more until their trials. Neighbor spied on neighbor, reporting in to a special national security hotline, and kindergarten children goosestepped in fulsome displays of patriotism. Books were stripped from library shelves, movies censored, and the Apple Daily newspaper forcibly shuttered. Even the act of laying flowers at the site of a pro-democracy suicide victim was deemed criminal.
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What is happening in Hong Kong provides a blueprint for the sorts of tactics that China is increasingly wielding against democratic societies around the globe—its strategy of crushing dissent and silencing independent voices is central to its international playbook. The National Security Law explicitly states that its provisions are global; what China is determined to do in Hong Kong it intends to do next in Taiwan (which it regards as a breakaway province) and, to a lesser degree, in other Asian neighbors like South Korea and Japan, and then around the world, from Africa to Australia. The United States and Europe are not immune; in fact, U.S. citizens have already been targeted. Universities have warned their students that what they say or write in class could be used against them in China, and the State Department has recently urged citizens to reconsider travel to Hong Kong “due to arbitrary enforcement of local laws.”


The challenge posed by China has grown since the 2008 global financial crisis. The United States and other open societies relied in large part on China’s massive stimulus program to reflate the global economy and, in turn, they muted their longstanding concerns about civil liberties and human rights violations in the People’s Republic. For China, the financial crisis revealed the Western financial system, which it had long tried to emulate, as corrupt and showed governments unable to mount coherent reforms. More recently, the erratic response to COVID-19 in liberal democracies has further strengthened China in its belief that illiberal authoritarianism, buttressed by its techno-surveillance state, represents a viable alternative not just for China but for other countries as well.


China’s use of a combination of aggressive legal and security policies, aboveground allies, and underground organizations is not just a threat to Hong Kong (where, remarkably, the Chinese Communist Party remains an underground organization). This tiny former British colony is a testing ground for attempts to limit the freedoms of open societies. The Communist destruction of the territory’s liberties marks the only time in contemporary history when a totalitarian government has destroyed a free society—has shuttered a free press and ended free speech and freedom of assembly, and curtailed the right to be presumed innocent, the right to a jury trial, and the right to hold private property without the government arbitrarily seizing it. Not since the Soviet takeover of eastern Europe in the late 1940s and the destruction of Shanghai following the 1949 Communist Revolution in China have we seen anything like the devastation Beijing is wreaking in Hong Kong. The free world ignores the tactics on display there at its peril.


This book makes an argument for freedom. The people who lived in late twentieth-century Hong Kong—most of whom were Chinese—developed the territory into one of the most freewheeling and prosperous places in the world. At its best, this process saw Hong Kongers and their colonial rulers combine the best of British institutions (rule of law, and freedom of press, religion, and assembly) with a light-touch government to develop a strong sense of civic freedom—but without democracy, without a chance to choose their leaders at the ballot box. Notwithstanding a belated attempt by Chris Patten, the last colonial governor, to introduce more representative democracy; despite the repeated and clear support for democracy by Hong Kong voters for the three decades since Legislative Council elections began; and contrary to the repeated promises of the incoming Chinese rulers, Hong Kong has been denied democracy. This democratic denial had strong support in both the Chinese and expatriate business communities who were eager to see taxes and wages remain low. For its part, the United States was too preoccupied with Hong Kong’s role as a Cold War ally to press for more democracy. Despite ongoing official efforts to tamp down politics, Hong Kongers took advantage of Britain’s drawn-out colonial rule—its departure from Hong Kong in 1997 took place almost half a century after it left most other colonies—to develop a unique culture of freedom. That freedom is now being extinguished by a China that permits only the control of one-party rule. This book is about how freedom was nurtured, how it blossomed, and how it now struggles to survive in an increasingly hostile environment.




PART I


“RIVER WATER


DOES NOT MIX WITH


WELL WATER”
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ONE


THE SUMMER OF


DEMOCRACY


June 4, 2019—the thirtieth anniversary of the killings near Tiananmen Square, when Chinese troops massacred hundreds of peaceful protesters in Beijing. I am among the crowd; some 150,000 people have gathered in and around Victoria Park, an oasis of grass and sports areas named after the long-serving British queen under whose reign Hong Kong was seized as a war prize, and whose statue still stands on the site. The unusually large turnout reflects heightened political tensions, as a bill that would allow the extradition of criminal suspects to China is expected to be passed by Hong Kong’s Legislative Council the following week. There are candles to commemorate the killings, emotionally fraught speeches by mothers of students who were murdered in 1989, exhortations by local democracy activists, and protest songs. The event feels like it is living on borrowed time. Not only are such commemorations banned everywhere else in China, but so is any mention of the anniversary. Even internet posts using the numbers six and four, for June 4, are deleted by censors.


On the subway ride home, I watch a father playing the “tank man” video on his phone for his young son. The grainy footage shows the lone protester who stood in front of, and stopped, a tank on Beijing’s Chang’an Avenue right after the Tiananmen killings. The boy is about six years old; he is still wearing his uniform of white shorts and shirt and must have gone straight from school to the commemoration. He watches the video, rapt. His father plays it again. “We have to remember our history,” the father tells me by way of explanation. The father, who looks to be in his mid-thirties, would have been about his son’s age at the time of the Tiananmen killings.


So began Hong Kong’s long summer of democracy. Over the next six months, the city would be convulsed by protests. The campaign to protest a bill allowing extradition to China rapidly transformed into a frontal challenge to the rulers in Beijing. What started as a largely peaceful movement saw more than six thousand demonstrators arrested by year’s end, some of them on charges of bomb making and other violent crimes. Police cracked down on the protests brutally during those seven months, firing beanbag rounds and sponge grenades and a staggering sixteen thousand rounds of tear gas and ten thousand rubber bullets. The Chinese Communists alienated yet another generation of Hong Kongers.


In early 2020, unrest ground to a halt as the government used the cover of the COVID-19 pandemic to prohibit large-scale gatherings. The Tiananmen commemoration that year was banned, for the first time ever. Communist Party officials from mainland China moved to assert more direct control over Hong Kong. Midway through 2020, a sweeping National Security Law threatened demonstrators, and their supporters abroad, with stiff sentences that could be be served in mainland prisons for vaguely defined antigovernment offenses. Even protesters holding up blank sheets of paper were arrested and warned that they could be charged with violating the National Security Law. One of those detained said that she was inspired by an old Soviet joke in which a protester is arrested simply for handing out blank sheets of paper in Moscow’s Red Square. “You think I didn’t know what you wanted to say?” shouts the policeman who detains her.1 In Hong Kong, the farcical joke has become a tragedy.


How did this happen? How did a beacon of prosperity and freedom, a city of peaceful rallies where fathers stood in vigil with their school-age children, find itself transformed into a place of firebombings and tear gas, rubber bullets and live ammunition? Why, in short, did China’s freest city revolt?


The Beijing government claims it’s largely because of foreign (especially American, British, and Taiwanese) interference and encouragement, aided by local supporters, so-called Black Hands. Pro-Beijing groups also lament the lack of what they call “patriotic education” (what most Hong Kongers deride as Communist propaganda) and the lack of proper respect for symbols such as the flag of the People’s Republic of China and the national anthem. Hong Kong, in this way of thinking, was poisoned by more than 150 years of British colonialism and needs to be more thoroughly decolonized through firm instruction by the Chinese Communist Party. This analysis is contemptuous of the Hong Kong people, as it implies that ordinary Hong Kongers don’t have the ability to think for themselves. In this the Communist Party is repeating a mistake frequently made by British colonial authorities and the Hong Kong business elite; a long-standing contempt for the people of what was once one of the most remarkable cities on earth is at the core of the tragedy of Hong Kong’s destruction.


The reason for the crisis is in one sense quite simple: Hong Kong people cherish their way of life and their freedoms, and they do not want to see them extinguished by a Communist regime. At its most basic level, the struggle is the age-old battle between freedom and tyranny. The 2019 protests stemmed from a hunger for freedom in a city that is being smothered by the People’s Republic of China and protesters’ distrust, verging on hatred, of elites in both Hong Kong and Beijing. Part of their distrust manifests itself as the sort of populist backlash that has been seen elsewhere in the world, from Brexit Britain to Orbán’s regime in Hungary and Erdoğan’s in Turkey. In Hong Kong’s case, the anger is more pro-freedom, pro-democracy, though it does share a xenophobic (anti–mainland Chinese) taint with other populist movements. There is an understandable resentment of the vestiges of colonial white privilege that sometimes spills over into a suspicion of Western influences. Many Hong Kongers also harbor resentment toward a handful of billionaire property developers and their allies in the government who have managed to create one of the world’s most unequal societies, with income disparities wider than in any other rich economy, worse even than in Zimbabwe and many other African and Latin American countries.


This resentment is exacerbated by the overwhelming numbers of mainland Chinese shoppers, mainland property buyers, and mainland workers who have come to Hong Kong in recent years. There is now a generally more “Chinese” (as in Communist Chinese) way of doing things in Hong Kong. It’s summed up in the term mainlandization, an ugly word describing an unpleasant truth—namely, that Hong Kong is becoming more like mainland China, or the People’s Republic. In 2018, there were fifty-one million mainland Chinese visitors to Hong Kong, seven for every local resident. Whole shopping areas were set up for visitors to buy everything from baby formula—the mainland had endured a series of powdered baby milk scandals that injured and even killed children—to good-quality Chinese medicine. Mainland buyers had also contributed to a boom in property prices that had seen values quintuple from the early 2000s, making apartments some of the world’s most expensive, about four times as expensive as in Manhattan. Whatever the other pressures, at least Hong Kong’s legal system still remained independent. In mainland China, law was used as a tool by which to rule. The sharp distinction between a Hong Kong system built on rule of law and a mainland one that depended on rule by law was one that the protesters against the extradition bill desperately wanted to preserve.


Three decades earlier, Beijing’s leaders worried that the example of the then-British colony’s freedoms would contaminate China. “Well water shouldn’t mix with river water,” contended Chinese Communist Party general secretary Jiang Zemin in warning Hong Kongers to stay out of mainland Chinese affairs. Now the situation was reversed. Swollen by three decades of high economic growth, the mainland Chinese river was rising, threatening to overrun the levees that protected Hong Kong’s freedoms.


For Hong Kongers, the fight against the extradition bill wasn’t about an obscure piece of legislation that would have little effect on most people. It was about a breach in the dike that would sweep away the city’s freedoms. Some of my activist acquaintances, such as the Apple Daily newspaper founder Jimmy Lai, said it would mean the end of everything that separated Hong Kong’s “well water” from the mainland “river water”—a free press, the freedom to protest, the right to a fair trial, and the other trappings of everyday life that are taken for granted in a free society. Lai’s doomsday scenario seemed far-fetched to me. But these sorts of warnings struck a chord with many people in the city.
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The following Sunday, June 9, I went back to Victoria Park with Rena, a British friend who had also lived in Hong Kong since 1992. In my twenty-seven years in Hong Kong, I had often watched but never joined a protest march. I had come as a journalist for the Far Eastern Economic Review and later worked for BusinessWeek before stints as editor in chief at both The Standard and the South China Morning Post, Hong Kong’s two English-language newspapers. As a journalist, I had met many of the key players but had avoided taking public political positions. Since 2007, I had been the executive director of the Asia Business Council, whose members were made up of corporate chiefs from countries ranging from Saudi Arabia to Indonesia to Japan. All the council’s Hong Kong–based members had close ties with the government, and out of deference to my position working for them, I thought it would not be right to join protests. Somehow, though, even if Lai’s warnings seemed a bit overdone, what was happening in 2019 appeared different to me, the threat more urgent after years of the mainland chipping away at the territory’s freedoms.


The protest on June 9 was six or seven times larger than the one at the Tiananmen commemoration five days earlier, with an estimated one million people, one of the largest marches in Hong Kong history. This was an overwhelmingly Hong Kong Chinese crowd. Rena and I were among a handful of non-Chinese. There were children carried in backpacks and pushed in strollers; groups of students, parents, and white-haired grandparents. It was a cross section of Hong Kong, a peaceful reminder of who made up the city.


Despite predictions of a large event, the police allowed the protest march to go along only one side of Hennessy Road, one of the main streets leading from Victoria Park toward Central. Funneling one million people into a single three-lane road was a recipe for trouble. The bottled-up crowd grew impatient, but the police refused to engage in dialogue. They had been friendly and helpful in years past, but now they wouldn’t meet anyone’s eyes, let alone talk to people. After forty-five minutes, Rena and I had advanced about two blocks, reaching the Sogo department store. We slipped out of the throng and onto an overpass and proceeded onto a side street that paralleled Hennessy. We were in Wanchai, the mythical home of Suzie Wong and the many bars that catered mainly to Western men attracted by the Chinese and Filipina hostesses. It was another Sunday afternoon, and the men drank their beers, apparently oblivious to the historic events unfolding a block away. History was passing them by in a march that would end at the Central Government Complex, two miles from Victoria Park. The protesters’ anger intensified as dusk fell, and the crowd swelled outside the government offices. Rena and I left, but it was plain that peoples’ patience with the government was running out.
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Why did I march? I answered this question in a short piece I wrote for the pro-democracy newspaper Apple Daily:




I marched because I am afraid. Afraid that the Hong Kong I love will disappear.


I marched because Hong Kong needs freedom. Freedom for economic prosperity. Freedom for the rule of law.


I marched because Hong Kong needs freedom from rule by law. Freedom to joke about Winnie-the-Pooh. Freedom so that people can feel safe in their homes, feel safe in their schools, feel safe in their workplaces.


I marched to keep Hong Kong safe. Safe from government-sponsored kidnapping. Safe from a legal system designed to serve the state and keep the Party in power.


I marched because Hong Kong people deserve fairness and they deserve fair trials.


I marched because the Hong Kong government no longer listens to its people.


I marched because this is the year 2019, no longer a time of emperors.


I marched so that thoughts would not become crimes.


I marched because I love Hong Kong.





(The reference to Winnie-the-Pooh reflects China’s censorship of the storybook bear because of his resemblance to Chinese leader Xi Jinping, an absurd example of the lengths to which China takes censorship.)


The extradition bill seemed all but certain to pass a crucial vote three days later, on June 12, at the Legislative Council’s (or Legco’s) regular Wednesday session. The government had accelerated the legislative timetable before opposition could intensify. That day, a crowd estimated at forty thousand people forced a postponement of the vote when they blocked legislators from entering the government complex. Police responded to the demonstrators with a savagery the city had never seen, using pepper spray, rubber bullets, and batons. New uniforms of the force’s tactical squad displayed no identifying information, making individual police accountability virtually impossible. Videos of police beating protesters who had been subdued and firing tear gas indiscriminately at trapped protesters circulated widely online, stoking community anger.


Allegations of misconduct were serious enough that Amnesty International later that month issued a report on the day’s events, How Not to Police a Protest: Unlawful Use of Force by Hong Kong Police. Nonetheless, Hong Kong’s chief executive (the head of the government), Carrie Lam, backed the police chief in calling the protests a riot, thus subjecting those arrested to more serious charges. For many Hong Kongers, the police violence and Lam’s refusal to question the force marked a turning point. “Asia’s finest,” as the police liked to be called, now were jeered on the streets. Calls started for an independent investigation into the force.2


On Saturday, June 15, Lam shelved the extradition bill, though she refused to withdraw it completely. Her action was too late to defuse the spreading anger that now was directed more broadly at the government and the police. The next day saw the largest demonstration in Hong Kong’s history. Organizers claimed that as many as two million people attended.3 If this figure is correct, it would mean that more than one out of every four people in the city took part. The figure is even more impressive when one considers that, unlike crowds at demonstrations in Washington, DC, which can attract people from other states, this crowd came almost entirely from the 7.5 million people living in Hong Kong. Chinese citizens were under heavy pressure not to attend. Indeed, some of the few who did were later arrested.


The protests went on. Later in June, the police headquarters across from the government headquarters was surrounded, its officers and staff trapped there for much of the night. July 1, a holiday to mark the establishment (at the time of the 1997 handover to China) of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, saw the Legislative Council building at the government headquarters stormed. Framed photos of unpopular political leaders were smashed; others were untouched. In the legislative chamber itself, a protester used black spray paint to painstakingly efface the words “People’s Republic of China” from the city’s emblem behind the speaker’s rostrum. She—one of the striking features of this uprising was the number of women who had frontline protest roles—or he left the words “Hong Kong” pristine. Like many others, I felt sure that the protesters had gone too far and would lose public support. I was wrong.


As the summer wore on, the protests spread throughout the city. Marches had almost always been confined to a narrow strip of Hong Kong Island, in the historic heart of the city. In July, demonstrations moved across the harbor, to Kowloon and the New Territories, where most people live. A protest in a shopping mall saw police beating people; a photo captured a terrified woman clutching an LVMH bag as she rushed past a fallen demonstrator.4 Thugs, acting with police collusion, or least indifference, attacked unarmed protesters on July 21 in the Yuen Long Mass Transit Railway (MTR) station, in the territory’s northwest. That same night, protesters threw paint at the central government’s Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office, the body overseeing the territory. It was the first attack on a mainland office. Pro-mainland political figures began warning that red lines were being crossed.


Still, the demonstrators refused to back off. In the 1970s, martial artist Bruce Lee had shown the world a different side of Hong Kong in his films. Lee embraced the idea to “be water,” a fluid, flowing, evanescent, sparkling force that was everywhere and nowhere, sometimes as elusive as mist and other times as powerful as a mountain torrent. Now Hong Kong protesters embraced Lee’s “Be Water” spirit, sometimes flowing in unstoppable masses of a million or more people, sometimes pulling back in the face of police force, dispersing only to collect again. Lee wouldn’t be pushed around by anyone, whether it was the Italian Mafia or Chinese gangsters. Neither would Hong Kong’s millions of protesters.
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It is a moonlit night at the end of September 2019. I’m on the rooftop of a twenty-one-story industrial building on Hong Kong Island, thanks to a friend visiting from New York. There’s red wine, prosciutto, poetry. A filmmaker among the group has just come from a demonstration in Wanchai, where the police fired a live bullet to warn the crowd, one of the first times this has happened. The government has started shutting the MTR as a way of controlling protests. While we were on our way to this gathering, our subway train passed beneath the street clashes. I had been reluctant to go out, but my friend had been eager to attend. At ten o’clock sharp, the filmmaker and others in the group begin to yell antigovernment slogans like “Liberate Hong Kong, Revolution in Our Time.” From the apartment blocks that tower above us come other shouts, antigovernment slogans, part of a collective scream that takes place every night at this time, protests protected by the anonymity of the dark, people reminding themselves and one another that they are not alone.


Five days after the moonlit poetry evening, the Hong Kong government stripped away some of that anonymity, invoking emergency powers from the 1920s colonial era to outlaw face masks at demonstrations. There was talk about restricting the internet. A darker period began, one in which the Hong Kong government used a variety of legal and administrative measures to try to contain the protests. Police tactics against demonstrators, but also against medics and journalists, became harsher, the strategy being to repress the uprising, legally if possible, violently if necessary.
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Reformist premier Zhu Rongji, who shepherded China’s entry into the World Trade Organization, said that it would be China’s shame if it could not run Hong Kong well. “If Hong Kong is messed up after it is returned to us, we would have betrayed the motherland,” he warned. China has certainly not run Hong Kong well. The past twenty-four years have been a time of squandered opportunities. Political considerations and a desire to please a new set of colonial masters in Beijing have undermined what for the half century after World War II was one of the world’s most extraordinary places, a stunning demonstration of how free people and a free economy can create economic prosperity and a unique culture of freedom from the wreckage of war and revolution. This book will try to answer questions Chinese leaders should be asking themselves: Who lost Hong Kong? How did we mess it up? It also poses questions for people in other countries, especially those neighboring China, for example: What can we learn from the Hong Kong experience about how China subverts freedom in order to better protect ourselves and our societies?




TWO


AN UMBRELLA


OCCUPATION


A NEW GENERATION REBELS


“Occupy Central with Love and Peace.” University of Hong Kong professor Benny Tai’s 2014 plan for a midyear takeover of Central, the business district, sounded like a harmless version of Occupy Wall Street; its Woodstock overtones, of the sort rarely found in Asia, initially made it impossible for me to take the plan seriously. It seemed like just more wishful thinking from the pro-democrats.


While getting my hair cut in May of that year, I understood that the movement was for real. “I am telling all my clients that I may be shutting the shop beginning in July,” my barber, Matthew, told me. As soon as Occupy Central started, Matthew intended to be there, and if it meant shutting the business for the duration, he and his family were ready. Matthew had been cutting my hair for twenty years. For the first ten years, he insisted that he didn’t care about politics. It was only in 2004, when I became publisher and editor in chief of The Standard newspaper, that he figured I was serious about Hong Kong and could be trusted. Then it was worth his time to open up.


Matthew in most other settings likely would have prioritized stability over change. He had left school at sixteen and become a hairstylist. In his early twenties, he’d struck out on his own, opening his own shop. His wife worked as a medical technician at Hong Kong Baptist Hospital. They had bought their flat shortly after their only child, a daughter, was born in 2002. Matthew was a devout Christian, intensely involved with his church. Matthew owned property, had his own business and a wife and daughter. One might assume he’d be a conservative, pro-government voter. Instead, he loathed the government.


Coincidentally or not, another small businessman whom I knew, a tailor named John, shared similar politics. While Matthew was reticent for a decade before expressing his views, John was bombastic, freely spewing his hatred of the Chinese Communist Party and its allies in the Hong Kong government from the first time I met him around the time of the handover. It was the millions of people like John and Matthew who had convinced another businessman, a garment manufacturer and the founder of the Giordano chain of retail clothing stores named Jimmy Lai, that his plan to start a pro-democracy newspaper just before the handover to China in the 1990s had a good chance of success.


When I talked to Matthew and John and others like them, they didn’t give the government any credit for a world-class public health care system that contributed to the world’s longest life expectancies. They didn’t credit the government for its part in nurturing an economic boom that saw the city transformed within two generations from a place of muddy shantytowns to one of the world’s wealthiest territories. They didn’t give the government any points for infrastructure like the MTR subway system that set Hong Kong apart from almost any city in the world. There was no gratitude expressed for a public housing system that sheltered close to half the territory’s 7.5 million people. There was no acknowledgment of the success that had been achieved in taking a colony literally overrun with more than a million refugees and making it one of the most prosperous places on earth. There was no appreciation voiced for the city’s low crime rate, one that allowed women and children to go pretty much anywhere in the territory at any time of the day or night with a feeling of security.


Instead, it all came down to freedom. People in Hong Kong had personal freedom. They had civil liberties. They could go to whatever church they wanted and read whatever newspaper they wanted. But they did not have political freedom. People like Matthew didn’t think about independence from China—not when they couldn’t even elect their mayor or city council.


Hong Kong people have gotten used to their freedoms. The last years of British colonial rule saw the “Patten Spring,” when traditional civil liberties were expanded to include political liberties as well. The first Legislative Council elections were held. The Basic Law provided for a path to universal suffrage. China and its backers in Hong Kong went further. In the run-up to the handover, and for a few years after 1997, the government, the business elites, and pro-Beijing forces repeatedly promised that universal suffrage would come in 2007, as provided for under the Basic Law. “How Hong Kong develops its democracy in the future is entirely within the autonomy of Hong Kong,” Lu Ping, the director of the Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office, told the official People’s Daily in 1993.1 Beijing didn’t simply renege on those promises. It never showed any attempt to fulfill them. Hong Kongers had felt that in the last years of British colonial rule they at last were moving on a path to democracy, one for which their education and their experience with civic life had prepared them. Now they felt the noose tightening.
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The Qianlong emperor in the late eighteenth century ended his edicts with an ominous admonition: “Tremble and Obey.” On August 31, 2014, the National People’s Congress, China’s legislative body, handed down the modern-day equivalent. The NPC decreed that any potential chief executive must “be a person who loves the country and loves Hong Kong.” In mainland-speak, this meant only pro-Beijing candidates need apply. Moreover, only “two or three” candidates could run, and they would have to be screened.


Forget about Deng Xiaoping’s promise of “Hong Kong people ruling Hong Kong.” The cadres from Beijing would remain in charge. Hopes for Occupy Central, an event that had been pushed back from midyear to September, appeared dashed. Occupy architect Benny Tai said as much in an interview to Bloomberg published a few days after the NPC’s decree, September 2.2


That same evening, I moderated a closed-door discussion on the current political situation in the wake of the decree with a diverse group of insiders, ranging from a former British diplomat who had been involved with the handover negotiations to a member of the Executive Council, a body that advised the chief executive and was roughly akin to the territory’s cabinet. The gathering of about two dozen people included academics, journalists, and businesspeople. The attendees either occupied positions of power or met and dealt with those in power on a regular basis. They were moderate, but mostly not pro-Beijing. Although this was very much an establishment crowd, and the meeting was held at one of the bastions of colonial elite power, the Hong Kong Club, the mood was gloomy—not because of Benny Tai’s admission of defeat, a climbdown that almost everyone in the room would have welcomed, but because of the August 31 National People’s Congress decision to take away any hope that Hong Kong could chart a course for universal suffrage. Beijing had spoken. The door to reform was shut. Central was not to be occupied, love and peace notwithstanding.


I mention this Hong Kong Club gathering, Benny Tai’s Bloomberg interview, and my earlier encounter with Matthew, to show how we all got it wrong. Perhaps only Matthew among those I spoke with—the only one who was not an insider—had it right. For, what happened at the end of the month surprised Benny Tai, surprised me, and I’m sure surprised every one of the two dozen people who had been at that Hong Kong Club meeting.


In late September, a high school student named Joshua Wong, who had emerged two years earlier as a student leader in the Scholarism movement (against mainland-influenced school textbooks), led a crowd that stormed the grounds of the Legislative Council and sparked a seventy-nine-day takeover of Central. The protesters streamed into the streets, taking over the Connaught Road / Harcourt Road highway and service road, thus shutting down a major thoroughfare spanning from the Hong Kong Club and the Mandarin Hotel to the west, to the People’s Liberation Army headquarters and the Tamar government headquarters several hundred yards to the east. There were teach-ins and guitar music. Office workers went to their offices by day and sang and protested at night. Students skipped classes but worked on their homework assignments on the pavement. There was a flowering of protest art: music, posters, paintings. Where the official narrative had Hong Kong as a place of shopping malls and mindless consumerism, the truth was that its young people, far from being slackers, possessed a wealth of creative talent waiting to be unleashed. Woodstock had, after all, come to Hong Kong.


The events that led to 2014’s Occupy Central, also known as the Umbrella Movement, were both improbable and the product of forces that had been building for many years. After the August 31 NPC decision that Hong Kong’s political development would be indefinitely stunted, activists organized a series of events. Coincidentally, also in August 2014, I had started a Ph.D. program in history at the University of Hong Kong. I was on campus for the start of the semester’s classes, Monday, September 23. This was also the day the student strike began. The campus, set on a steep hillside two miles west of Central, was crowded with students going to classes. Other than some posters, there was little sign of any student political action. I had done my undergraduate degree at the University of California, Berkeley, beginning in 1975, and on almost any given day in the late 1970s, Cal’s Sproul Plaza had more political activity than what I saw at HKU on the day the strike began. The action was happening across the harbor, at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, where some thirteen thousand students from around the territory had rallied in support of the strike. It was an impressive turnout and one that boded well for the series of as-yet-undetermined events that would culminate around the time of China’s National Day, October 1.3


I was studying for my Ph.D. even as I continued to work full time, so I spent many weekend hours in the university’s main library, particularly in the Special Collections area, which houses much of the library’s Hong Kong–related material. While I was reading governors’ reports from the 1870s and microfilm copies of the South China Morning Post from the 1950s, a new chapter of history was being written two miles to the east, at the Central Government Complex.


The last Sunday in September, after a day spent under the fluorescent lights and in the chill of an over-air-conditioned concrete library building, I decided to walk home via the Peak. The university backs on to Hong Kong’s Peak, an 1,800-foot-high mountain that towers over the sea-level Central District and, indeed, the entire island. (Hong Kong Island is almost one and a half times the size of Manhattan.) There is only one way to drive to the Peak, but there are three small, paved roads that allow access by foot. Hatton Road leaves from the rear entrance of the university, and I walked up it, my backpack filled with my laptop and books, and around the loop of Lugard Road, a contour road that circles the Peak at about 1,200 feet.


The view from Lugard Road is extraordinary: one looks down on the crowded skyscrapers of Hong Kong Island and across the harbor to the city of Kowloon, and to Lion Rock and the other mountains that give Kowloon its name (“Nine Dragons”). To the west, the view is of the mouth of the Pearl River Delta, with the former Portuguese colony of Macau hidden about ten miles behind Hong Kong’s largest island, Lantau, the site of the territory’s airport. When I first visited Hong Kong, in 1987, it struck me as a place that combined the mountains and water of the San Francisco Bay Area with the energy and dynamism of New York City—and this was the ideal spot from which to appreciate the city. Dazzling neon lights framed the harbor on a muggy September evening. The heat of the wet Hong Kong summer hadn’t broken, though it was a few degrees cooler on the Peak. I wondered what was happening at the demonstration.


I walked along Lugard Road to where it ends at the Peak Tram and then down Old Peak Road, a ridiculously steep grade that was hard to descend, let alone ascend. Until the Tram was built, in 1888, Old Peak Road had been plied by sedan chair bearers carrying the governor and other rich foreigners up to the cooler climes of the Peak. The Peak Lookout, a stone building next to the Tram—it is now a popular restaurant—was once a resting place for the sedan bearers.


Back at our apartment, I read an email message from a Hong Kong friend living in London. She expressed outrage over the way that the Hong Kong government had treated the protesters. This was the first I knew that something bad had happened. Her message wasn’t specific, but I soon found out that shortly before I left the library, the first of eighty-seven tear gas volleys had been fired. This was, it’s believed, the first time that the Hong Kong Police had fired tear gas at their fellow citizens since the 1967 Cultural Revolution riots. (Tear gas had been used against protesters during the 2005 World Trade Organization ministerial meeting in Hong Kong, but most of those protesters were Korean farmers, so Hong Kongers generally regarded that as a different case.) In 1967, scores of people died in months of riots, many of them killed by bombs planted by Maoist radicals. But this was just another peaceful Hong Kong protest. Why had the police reacted so strongly?


I decided to see for myself what was happening. In 2014, protests were quite contained and invariably peaceful, so my plan seemed reasonable enough, the tear gas volleys notwithstanding. I walked the short distance from our apartment down to Central, less than a mile away. Except for the sound of police sirens, it seemed like another Sunday evening for most of the walk. It wasn’t until I got within a few hundred yards of the mile-plus-long corridor where the streets had been occupied that anything seemed unusual.


The streets had been taken over. An expressway and service road were filled with people. There were occasional whiffs of tear gas from volleys from a hundred or more yards away, but mostly the scene was just confusing. Lines of police blocked some streets, but demonstrators otherwise moved freely throughout the downtown area, coming and going from the protest. I walked out onto Connaught Road, a six-lane road that had always been filled with fast-moving traffic. This night, it was filled with exuberant demonstrators. Occupy Central had turned this demonstration into something new, a surreal takeover of the streets.


Having lived in Korea and seen many set-piece standoffs between Seoul’s riot police, who were liberal in their use of tear gas, and Molotov-throwing student protesters, I found Hong Kong’s protests much more low-key. But there were rules in Korea. In Hong Kong, the rules were breaking down. The unprecedented yet ineffective use of tear gas would prove a mistake. No official inquiry was conducted into its use; it appears to have been a case of police who were inexperienced in crowd-control tactics trying to prove they were tough in the absence of an actual strategy.


What had happened? How had the pro-democracy movement gone from the defeatism expressed by Benny Tai three weeks earlier to the exuberance of students and pro-democracy allies seizing the streets? The pseudonymous Kong Tsung-gan’s Umbrella: A Political Tale from Hong Kong, on which much of my chronology relies, tells a story of gutsy students and authorities who were both unprepared and inept.


On Friday night, a group of students led by Scholarism activist Joshua Wong simply rushed through the gate of what had formerly been an open space in front of the government headquarters: Civic Square, designed as a place where citizens could gather in a complex that was itself intended to symbolize the openness of the government to people. The site in Tamar, Hong Kong’s administrative center, would be, in the words of former chief executive Donald Tsang, “an exemplification of our strong conviction that we should always be people-oriented, open-minded and receptive to public opinion.”4 Authorities had recently walled off Civic Square. In doing so, they made it more attractive as a target for protest. (I am tempted to break my general rule about engaging in counterfactual history here to wonder if, had there been no newly constructed fence, Occupy Central would have taken place.) Before the 1997 handover, the gates of the Central Government Offices on Lower Albert Road in Central had been unlocked, allowing anyone to enter or even simply pass through the complex, as I did many times.


In responding to the unrest, the government and its police piled errors on top of mistakes on top of misjudgments. Although they arrested a handful of people along with Joshua Wong on Friday night, they did not clear Civic Square until the next afternoon, after arresting sixty-one people.5 But thousands of demonstrators remained on the streets outside the fenced-off Civic Square area, on Tim Mei Avenue. Repeated pepper spray attacks by the police on Saturday and Sunday angered demonstrators without dispersing them. The umbrellas that would become synonymous with the movement were used that weekend, perhaps for the first time and certainly more than ever before.


The occupation continued throughout that long Saturday night. At 1:40 a.m. on Sunday, September 28, Benny Tai—who had all but proclaimed the movement’s defeat four weeks earlier and who had continued to postpone the announcement of when Occupy would start or how disruptive it should aim to be—proclaimed that Occupy Central had begun. Now that the students had started an occupation, Tai and the older generation had decided to join in. In making his declaration, Tai was flanked by his co-Occupy leaders (Chan Kin-man and Reverend Chu Yiu-ming) as well as longtime pro-democracy figures Jimmy Lai, Martin Lee, and Cardinal Joseph Zen.


The crowd continued to grow on Sunday. Police—who had hemmed in the demonstrators on Tim Mei Avenue, a short street on the east side of the government complex—let people leave but would not let anyone enter that area, which was isolated from the main part of the city to the south by an eight-lane road cutting it off from the Admiralty MTR station and a complex of shopping malls and office towers. The harbor was to the north, and the People’s Liberation Army headquarters to the west. To the east was a nondescript no-man’s-land that was also cut off by the highway. Police prohibited access to the Tim Mei Avenue protesters via the single pedestrian bridge over the eight-lane Connaught/Harcourt Road highway to the south. Increasingly large crowds gathered on the south side of that highway, unable to join up with the Tim Mei Avenue protesters because of the police cordon. As the crowd grew, the police who had kettled protesters in turn found themselves surrounded.


The crowds kept coming as evening approached. An activist I first met in 2017, whom I will call Yan, was there. When we spoke in 2021, the events of seven years earlier were vivid in his mind. He described for me the moment when the crowds first surged into Harcourt Road, and it became apparent that this wasn’t just another demonstration.




We were just standing there, then both sides of the crowd went onto the motorway. We stopped the traffic on Harcourt Road. We just walked out and stopped cars. Within 15 minutes, the first tear gas was fired. A tear gas canister dropped 100 meters away from me. Nobody knew what to do. People who went on the motorway weren’t the career activists, they were just ordinary people.





Author Kong Tsung-gan offers a nuanced perspective of the event, the moment when Occupy truly started:




People were trying their hardest to stay on the pavement, following that old Hong Kong impulse to obey, whether traffic rules or the police, and remain orderly. And then...someone stepped out into the street. [This was not a casual act. The middle six lanes are a limited-access highway, and the steady stream of traffic there moves at more than thirty-five miles an hour.] Who, what, where exactly and what it was that had motivated him, her, them, were all unclear. No one had called for people to do so. Once the first had, the crowd swelled en masse, as if a single organism had been given a mysterious push, heaving out into the streets. Cars, taxis, buses, mini-buses slowed, stopped. The traffic ceased. There would be no further traffic on that stretch of Connaught/Harcourt until mid-December, 75 days into the future.6





By a little after 7 p.m., shortly after I had left the library and was walking up Hatton Road to the Peak, the police had fired a total of nineteen tear gas canisters. By the time I returned home at around 8 p.m., the total had risen to twenty-one. By the end of the night, the police reported that they had fired eighty-seven rounds of tear gas.7


As my friend’s message to me from London foreshadowed, the tear gas quickly stoked outrage around the world. It increased demonstrators’ anger and seemingly made them more determined. The sight of umbrellas being raised as protection against the gas symbolized the nonviolent pro-democracy protesters standing up to a Communist state.


In the weeks that followed, the government and demonstrators settled into a standoff. The demonstrators continued to press for universal suffrage. The government refused to negotiate. One inconclusive debate took place between three student leaders and Carrie Lam, then the secretary for administration. But the government just waited the demonstrators out. There were enough citizens in Hong Kong who were afraid of Beijing or who simply wanted order and stability and a return to normalcy that support for the demonstrators waned.


At the University of Hong Kong, classes and life went on more or less as usual while the occupation rumbled on just two miles away. The inside of the student center, visible behind glass windows I passed on my way from the history department to the main library, along the campus’s pedestrian University Walk, was piled high with bottles of water and snacks that would be distributed to protesters. In mid-October, I took a picture of two pieces of paper that had been taped to the imitation redbrick wall along the new walk. In large, computer-printed letters, a sign asked, “If Not Now, Then When?” Below, someone had handwritten in blue marker, “If Not Us, Then Who?” A foot away, among the jumble of posters on the wall, one advertised a lecture organized by the General Education Unit of the University of Hong Kong, entitled, “Will China Stocks Flood the Hong Kong Market?” It explained: “This lecture will talk about Hong Kong’s prospects as a major listing centre for mainland companies and the recent development of listings from China.”


I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who noted the irony of promoting China’s increased presence in Hong Kong even as students were protesting against this same encroachment. On the same wall, an informational TV screen that typically advertised campus events played loops of protest videos. HKU students were at the center of the Occupy Central movement, and the fight for democracy was visible everywhere, and yet other, more common activities continued. It was a very Hong Kong jumble, a mash-up of often contradictory elements in close proximity—the arrival of mainland stocks to dominate the Hong Kong bourse was both a promise and a threat.


Indeed, one of the common complaints from Hong Kong residents, even those who sympathized with the pro-democracy movement, concerned the way that international media coverage unfairly framed Hong Kong. The BBC, CNN, and other Western media in particular, showed images of Hong Kong that suggested a city consumed by protests. This is the nature of media, and I could never really understand the complaints. Would they be more likely to watch reports of daily life in, say, Beirut—or would they watch a bombing? Would viewers watch people drinking coffee at Parisian cafés—or Notre Dame in flames? The events of 2014 were dramatic, but they also took place in the context of a city of over seven million people who mostly went about their daily business without undue inconvenience. Other than disrupting traffic—and most Hong Kongers didn’t own cars—the demonstration did not have a big impact.
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But Occupy woke up many people. One of those was Edward Chin, a middle-aged Hong Kong Canadian finance industry professional. I first met Chin on the street in 2017 when he was campaigning for a district council seat to represent the elite Peak district. I stopped to talk to him at the corner of MacDonnell Road and Garden Road in Mid-Levels, an affluent residential area, where he stood waving at motorists and talking to the occasional passerby. By chance, I met him again at the pan-democratic primary in July 2020, and we later talked about his experience. He typified the reasonable, middle- to upper-middle-class sorts of professionals who supported the democracy movement.


Chin had grown up in a middle-class Hong Kong family and had attended the elite Diocesan Boys’ School. (Benny Tai was four years his senior at the school.) Born in 1968, Chin left for high school in Minnesota in 1984, at age sixteen, part of the first wave of children being sent abroad by parents anxious about the prospect of Chinese rule. He attended the University of Minnesota before his parents immigrated to Canada. He joined them there and graduated from the University of Manitoba before earning an MBA at the University of Toronto. The Tiananmen killings of 1989 radicalized him, and he organized a lecture by the prominent dissident Wu’er Kaixi in Toronto. But life and work intervened, and Chin started a successful career in finance, first in Canada and, after 2000, in Hong Kong. The first demonstration that he attended was the July 1, 2003, rally against Article 23, a watershed demonstration in Hong Kong history and one that attracted an estimated five hundred thousand people.


Benny Tai’s January 2013 article in the newspaper the Hong Kong Economic Journal called for a campaign of civil disobedience—this was the original articulation of the “Occupy Central with Love and Peace” movement. The article prompted Chin—who had written a column for the same paper since 2006—to reach out to his old schoolmate; while at Diocesan, the two had both been in Goodban House—Tai, four years older, had been the house prefect—and their tie proved enduring. They met up at the upscale Landmark shopping mall in Central for coffee and ended up talking for ninety minutes about why Tai had written the article and the importance of civil disobedience in winning universal suffrage.


Chin went away from their meeting believing that “we must do something more than the normal July 1 rally,” so he formed a group of finance professionals to push for democracy. “Finance people usually say we should focus on money and not be political. Hong Kong is not just about extracting as much profit as possible. If there is no fair play, that is not Hong Kong. There are a lot of other things that make up Hong Kong, like freedom and the rule of law,” he later told me.


These sorts of sentiments saw Chin’s column canceled at the end of August 2014, shortly before Occupy Central started. The paper told him the column would be cut because of a page redesign, a laughable claim to Chin, who told an interviewer at the time that it was all about politics. “About six months ago, I was told to write less about politics,” he said. “Because of the political and economic situation in today’s Hong Kong, there’s no way for me to write only about finance in my column, since politics and economics are fundamentally inseparable.”8 The Hong Kong Economic Journal, long known for its independence, had been bought in 2006 by Richard Li, son of billionaire Li Ka-shing, one of Asia’s wealthiest men. Tycoon ownership of newspapers in Hong Kong and throughout Asia made it more difficult for the press to function as an independent watchdog.


At the end of 2013, Chin, along with a group of other finance industry professionals, founded the Banking and Finance Professionals in Support of Occupy Central. In the spring of 2014, the group bought space in major newspapers, including The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, the Financial Times, and, in Hong Kong, the Apple Daily, to publish almost absurdly reasonable open letters, published as advertisements, to President Xi Jinping that read like a humble petition to the emperor. Titled, “Ten Requests to the Communist Party of China from the People of Hong Kong (Finance and Banking Sector),” their petition, addressed also to Zhang Xiaoming (director of the Liaison Office of the Central People’s Government in Hong Kong), began with an expression of loyalty on the part of the signatories as citizens and believers in the goodwill and good intentions of the central government: “We are all Hong Kong permanent residents who truly love the country and Hong Kong. We wholeheartedly believe that the central government of China is one that serves and seeks the greatest wellbeing for the people of Hong Kong.” The statement makes an appeal to the traditional Chinese notion of harmony in its plea for the government to listen to its people.
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