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ABSTRACT 

Political development in Hong Kong is analyzed in terms of its 
existential rationale, non-sovereign autonomy, capability, and 
democratization. Changes in these aspects have two implications. 
First, the conditions for social escape from politics before the 
conclusion of the Sino-British Agreement on the future of Hong 
Kong in 1984 no longer exist. Secondly, a political society has 
emerged to mediate between society and the polity. This 
represents a fundamental structural transformation in state-society 
relationship away from the "minimally integrated system" whereby 
the polity was secluded from the society. Can this political society 
in Hong Kong be eradicated, arrested, or tamed after the transfer 
of sovereignty to China in 1997? An educated guess is that it can 
at best be tamed, provided that democracy remains the ultimate 
objective of the Basic Law and elections continue to be held. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Mr. Lu Ping, director of the Hong Kong and Macau Office of 
the State Council of the Chinese government, once warned the 
people of Hong Kong not to turn Hong Kong into a "political 
society." To him, the absence of politics has made Hong Kong 
what it is today: a world-class trade, communications and financial 
center. This hard-won success now seems, in his eyes, to be put 
at risk with governor Chris Patten's package of reforms the 
tendency of which is to transform the basis of governing from the 
colonial domination to the consent of the governed. Although Mr. 
Lu Ping's worry is somewhat overdrawn, it is however quite 
perceptive. For almost a full century, Hong Kong's society has 
not been politicized.(') When it was first ceded in 1841, Hong 
Kong was nothing but barren rocks, inhabited by a few villagers 
and occasionally visited by pirates. The whole history of the 
colonial rule can be characterized by the conspicuous absence of 
political agitation on the part of the ruled. G.B. Endacott has even 
argued that the Chinese character of Hong Kong has been one of 
the main factors in delaying the introduction of essentially Western 
ideas of political freedom.(') Neither were the end of the Second 
World War, nor the seizure of power by the communists in China, 
nor the huge influx of refugees from China offered any pretexts 
for politicizing Hong Kong's society. Despite spectacular 
transformation in society and the economy, there has been no 
major constitutional change in Hong Kong. It is only now when 
sovereignty over Hong Kong is about to be handed over to China 
in 1997, politics suddenly creeps into all walks of life. Is it a 
good omen? Can it be avoided at all? It is the argument of this 
paper that the conditions for escape from politics in the past have 
changed, because the emergence of a political society has ended 
the seclusion of the polity from the society. This political society 
is the result of the cumulative effects of several developmental 
processes that began since the mid-1960s and it is likely to persist 
if elections will continue to be held after 1997. 
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DEVELOPMENT AS REALIZATION OF AN 
EXISTENTIAL RATIONALE 

Is there such a goal called "development"? Can developmental 
processes be consciously directed toward any objectives? If yes, 
whose objectives? This essay does not purport to provide any 
general, conclusive answers to these difficult questions. But the 
experiences of Hong Kong do suggest that at least until very 
recently, she has developed by default, rather than by design. In 
contrast, The Sino-British Agreement on the future of Hong Kong 
concluded in 1984 and the Basic Law for the Special 
Administrative Region of Hong Kong promulgated in 1990 are 
both unprecedented in their explicit setting of specific objectives 
for Hong Kong. Thus, Hong Kong has entered a stage of 
development by design. As a result, the political agenda of Hong 
Kong has become unwittingly crowded with a host of old and new 
issues. 

In earlier days, Hong Kong was better known as "a borrowed 
place, a borrowed time."(3) It was born in 1842 as a military, 
diplomatic and trade station of Britain in the wake of her Opium 
War against the egocentric and self-isolated China.(4) There was no 
British intention to colonialize it, nor was it a popular settlement 
site for the Chinese. Under these circumstances, both could escape 
from politics for a protracted period of time, in the sense that there 
was hardly any domestic issues over which the imperialist master 
and the local subjects needed to be embroiled in any bitter quarrel. 
The British administration could afford to govern the least, and 
preferred to govern by an indirect rule whenever possible. The 
local Chinese were happy being left alone. As most of them had 
managed to escape from the turbulent politics in mainland China 
and wished to return there in due course, there was no incentive 
to get involved with local politics. Thus, the British administration 
and the Chinese society remained two different worlds, 
unconnected to each other. Politics did not exist; it is said to have 
been "socially accommodated. " ( 5 )  
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Unique circumstances of an unexpected and changing nature 
have however nourished a precarious political existence for Hong 
Kong since the Second World War. First of all, Hong Kong 
defected from the worldwide wave of de-colonialization in the 
early post-war years. Then as the British empire shrunk, Hong 
Kong also lost its strategic significance as a British diplomatic and 
commercial outpost in the Far East. The communist seizure of 
political power in China in 1949 could have spilled over but finally 
stopped at the border. Since then, China has officially insisted on 
her sovereignty over Hong Kong on moral and legal grounds. 
There were enough agitations to give effect to that insistence 
during the Cultural Revolution in China from 1965 to 1974 or the 
riots in Hong Kong in 1966-67. Yet, actual policies of China have 
been carefully designed to preserve Hong Kong's status quo under 
British rule.@) In this sense, the precarious existence of Hong Kong 
is largely due to the accommodation policy of China, which has 
been based on pragmatic considerations such as the value of Hong 
Kong as a point of access to the world and a reliable source of 
economic benefits. 

While the tensions between China and the West created a 
space for Hong Kong to develop, such an existence gradually 
acquired a meaning for the local residents different from their 
forefathers. Immigrants from China no longer expected to return 
to the mainland and their locally-born descendants grew in 
numbers and soon made up the majority of the total population 
since the 1960s. The demographic transformation helped to 
promote an indigenous society in replacement of the immigrant 
society. The change in the nature of the society was accompanied 
by decades of remarkable achievements in the economy. Both 
contributed to the emergence of a sense of Hong Kong identity 
among the younger, better educated, relatively better-off 
generation. On the eve of the Sino-British negotiations in 1982, 
the status of Hong Kong as a place of transit had definitely been 
buried, although the structural foundation for a political society 
was still weak. 
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The question of an existential rationale for Hong Kong was 
ushered onto the political agenda by the Sino-British negotiations 
over the future of Hong Kong in 1982. The intense tug-of-war 
between the two sovereign powers over the fate of six million 
people prodded them to reflect on who they were, what they 
wanted, what. had made Hong Kong tick, which of the existing 
values were preferred, what they could do and whither should 
Hong Kong go. The reflection has not yet known its end and 
debates over these questions are still being waged, forming part 
and parcels of the process of the unsettling transition itself. 
However, the intermediate impacts of the soul-searching are 
obvious. The people of Hong Kong have gained on political 
awareness, the intellectuals' search for answers has brought about 
an intensive political discourse never known before and contributed 
to the growth of the public sphere. 

NON-SOVEREIGN AUTONOMY AS DEVELOPMENT 

There can be no meaningful existential rationale without 
autonomy. In politics, national independence in the sense of 
unabridged sovereignty is a crucial criterion of political 
development for a nation. Both the world system approach(7) and 
the traditional dependency theories@) have stressed the adverse 
impact of dependence on national development. Although positive 
development is still possible in the context of dependen~y,'~) the 
strive for independence in controlling one's own development 
remains a morally convincing objective for national leaders.(lO) 

Hong Kong has never experienced any independence 
movement, although there has been substantial attitudinal support 
for independence.(ll) As a colony in the past and a special 
administrative region of China in future, Hong Kong's 
development cannot be measured in terms of sovereign 
independence, but of non-sovereign autonomy. Non-sovereign 
autonomy is possible only when the right of sovereignty can be 
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conceived as a bundle of rights which can be dissolved and 
distributed to sub-state units. While the orthodox conception of 
sovereignty identifies as fundamental and inalienable those rights 
over defence matters and foreign relations, in reality no right over 
whatever matter cannot be delegated, except the residual right to 
delegate authority and to rescind such a delegation.(12) 

Hong Kong's acquisition of the right to and the capacity of 
autonomous development is based on delegation of authority by the 
present sovereign state of Great Britain. It has been a long process 
the analysis of which warrants a full-length book. ,It suffices here 
just to summarize the development and stress that this process has 
been scheduled to continue under the future sovereign state of 
China, as promised in the Basic Law. 

The year of 1958 is a watershed when Hong Kong was given 
the autonomy to manage its own financial affairs. In less than a 
decade, the financial autonomy was spilled over to the area of 
foreign economic relations. At the time when Great Britain joined 
the European Common Market, Hong Kong had already acquired 
the independent capacity to directly deal with its trade partners in 
the world. 

The next stage of development was the acquisition of full 
membership in those international organizations that are not 
constituted on the sole basis of sovereign states. By virtue of her 
admission into GATT as a separate customs area in 1986, Hong 
Kong became officially recognized as a non-sovereign autonomous 
entity. 

Hong Kong as an effective actor in international relations 
received yet another special recognition when Canada revised its 
Foreign Missions and International Organizations Act in 1991 and 
the United States Congress passed the United States-Hong Kong 
Policy Act in 1992. The Canadian Act of 1991 extends to an 
office of "a political subdivision of a foreign state" diplomatic and 
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consular privileges and immunities; The U.S.. Act of 1992 allows 
the U.S. government to treat Hong Kong as "a non-sovereign 
entity distinct from China for the purposes of US domestic law 
based on the principles in the 1984 Sino-British Joint 
Declaration. "(13) 

This status of non-sovereign autonomy is duly recognized in 
the Sino-British Joint Declaration (Section 3 (1) and Section I of 
Amex I). It is further provided in Article 12 of the Basic Law 
that Hong Kong is an administrative region that "enjoys a high 
degree of autonomy." The kinds of autonomy are further 
delineated in several other articles. Yet the future can still be 
regarded as uncertain. First of all, some provisions in the Basic 
Law are subject to different interpretations and it is likely that in 
case of a constitutional conflict the central government will prevail 
over the future Hong Kong government. Secondly, the promises 
of "one country, two systems" and of "a high degree of autonomy" 
for Hong Kong is of a transitional nature, as they are valid for 
fifty years only. Thirdly and more immediately, the "one country, 
two systems" project has already begun with a rough start. In 
fact, the advent of the 1997 issue and the Sino-British negotiations 
over Hong Kong's future have already dealt a severe blow to the 
autonomy of Hong Kong, as both sovereign powers must "fulfil" 
their separate as well as joint responsibility over Hong Kong.(14) 
The reversal of autonomous development is then compounded by 
the requirement for convergence during the period of political 
transition through 1997. China has acted on behalf of the future 
government of Hong Kong to check the otherwise autonomous 
actions of the present Hong Kong government, by insisting that she 
must be consulted on all issues straddling 1997, including the 
launch of infrastructural development projects, the granting of 
franchises, and so on. The argument that the action of China can 
be justified under the condition of a lack of trust between the 
Chinese and the BritishIHong Kong government is besides the 
point. The point is that the conventional right of Hong Kong to 
autonomous development has partially been suspended and there 
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is a risk that China may habituate herself to asserting central 
control over local development as a result of cumulative effects of 
the transition. If on the other hand the setback is only transitional, 
then the four-decade long legacy of non-sovereign autonomy must 
provide a fertile ground for better integration between the polity 
and the society than before 1958. 

CAPABILITY -ENHANCEMENT AS POLITICAL 
DEVELOPMENT 

The political development of Hong Kong can be further 
assessed in terms of capability to achieve results. There are 
however many analytical difficulties. The first is conceptual: what 
kind of capability? We may well call a state developed for its 
capability to provide for order, or to mobilize social-economic 
resources for modernization, or to overcome the so-called 
developmental crises such as penetration, integration, participation, 
distribution, identity and legitimacy.(15) Secondly, we may be more 
interested in the degree of change in capability, rather than the 
kinds of results to be achieved. Political development thus boils 
down to enhancement of political capability. Thirdly, no matter 
how we conceive of capability, it is no easy task to measure it. 

We may first dismiss as inapplicable the concept of 
mobilization capability, as the regime of Hong Kong has never 
been mobilizational. In contrast, the "success" of Hong Kong has 
often been explained by its laissez faire policy. 

When we come to the issue of order, be it social or political, 
there has been broad consensus about the remarkable stability 
enjoyed by Hong Kong over a long period of time. While tumult 
is widespread elsewhere, Hong Kong has survived the Second 
World War, the post-war decolonialization tide, the Korea War, 
the waves of Chinese refugees, the rise of Chinese nationalism 
especially during the Cultural Revolution in China, and widening 
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social inequality at home. Explanations for this stability abound. 
Arnbrose Y. C. King has credited the political system's ability to 
co-opt social-economic elites into the consultative mechanism of 
the government for the spectacular stability in the past decades.(16) 
Lau Siu-kai has instead argued that this stability was made possible 
by the lack of integration between society and the political 
system.(") One may further argue that to the extent that capability 
must be assessed relative to the task, Hong Kong have been 
fortuitous in the absence of serious challenges. Facing a society 
of refugees who were happy with Hong Kong as a lifeboat and did 
not expect much of the government at a time when economy could 
grow with individual initiatives alone, the political system needed 
little capability to govern. It follows that with changes in the 
social, economic and political circumstances, the polity of Hong 
Kong may face more serious challenges. It is precisely this that 
has happened. 

In the past decades, Hong Kong's society has undergone 
fundamental changes. As alluded in the above, it is no longer an 
immigrant society, thus paving the way for the emergence of a 
Hong Kong identity. It has grown more pluralistic and educated, 
with implications for the rise of expectation. The economy has also 
experienced fundamental transformation. With the relocation of 
manufacturing activities into mainland China and the rise of the 
service industry closely linked with China trade, Hong Kong has 
resumed its more traditional role of entrkpot. Gone is the path of 
development in the 50s through the 70s when seclusion or 
independence from the Chinese influence was a blessing for 
success. These social-economic changes and the political agenda 
of reunion with China jointly presents several developmental 
problems for the polity of Hong Kong. 

First of all, neither economic laissez-faire nor positive non- 
interventionism serves well to maintain economic competitiveness. 
In what way should the government henceforth intervene into the 
economic process? Secondly, governing on the basis of elite 
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consensus alone is no longer adequate, as the mass have become 
awaken. How should the non-elites be allowed to participate in 
the political process? Thirdly, impending political reunion and 
further economic cooperation with China pose a twin crisis of 
identity and integration. Can Hong Kong find a suitable role to 
play by pursuing economic integration with China while avoiding 
political interference therefrom? 

Thus, on the eve of reversion to Chinese sovereignty, Hong 
Kong is no longer as fortuitous as before. The above problems 
have occurred not only simultaneously but also at a time when the 
colonial government has begun to suffer from a decline in 
authority in the face of Sino-British intervention as well as in the 
minds of the Hong Kong people. As a result of the erosion of 
colonial authority and the increase of political cynicism on the part 
of the population, S.K. Lau has predicted an increasing incidence 
of scattered political actions against the government and more 
political uncertainties on the eve of transfer of sovereignty.(18) On 
the other hand, Ian Scott has lamented over the Hong Kong 
government which is losing legitimacy in the eyes of the Hong 
Kong people while preparing to transfer power over them to one 
with even less.(19) Finally, the most alarming forecast comes from 
a U.S. journalist, Mark Roberti. He has suggested that a new 
power elite is growing in Hong Kong, consisting of mainland 
companies, pro-China businesses, and trade unions. Beijing will 
use this new power elite in Hong Kong to silence its opponents, to 
obtain an edge in competition, to influence court cases, and to 
establish centralized control over the economy. The verdict is that 
within twenty years of 1997, Hong Kong as a financial and 
commercial center of the world would have been dead.'20) 

To sum up, the governability of Hong Kong has become a 
problem. Although a major factor, i.e. the issue of transfer of 
sovereignty, is exogenous, another important factor is endogenous 
and has to do with the mode of governing. Traditionally, Hong 
Kong was governed by the consent of a rather homogeneous elite 
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co-opted by the government into advisory bodies, who had no 
mass bases. Hong Kong was thus deprived of the social base for 
the emergence of a political society, i.e. an ensemble of 
autonomous groups mediating between the polity and the society. 
At the same time, the polity had to directly deal with the issues of 
interest articulation, interest coordination, and legitimation. For 
the past three decades, the Hong Kong government has tried hard 
to act as an arbiter of plural interests and provide a tutelage over 
a variety of social-economic groups. Its capability to coordinate 
interests has been enhanced by an ever-expanding system of 
consultation, augmented by the use of opinion polls in more recent 
years. The system of government by consultation is however 
inherently limited in its capability. For one thing, consultation 
must be still selective no matter how widely it is practised. 
Therefore, the risk of mis-selection always exists. More 
importantly, as all consultative systems depend on the initiative of 
the ruler, he must be capable to keep pace with social-economic 
changes so that the right people, especially elites of the new breed 
will be consulted and/or co-opted in time. This task is of a tall 
order, as society grows more rapidly and more complex. In short, 
there is an institutional limit to the capability of any system of 
consultation. And there must be a time for a change. 
Democratization is a possibility. In Hong Kong, however, it was 
one that was primarily precipitated by a concern about defence 
against the future sovereign, rather than by a consideration of 
capability enhancement. 

DEMOCRATIZATION AS POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT 

Political development can be understood in terms of 
democratization, or in connection with the above discussion, the 
building-up of democratic institutions to facilitate interest 
representation and aggregation, to absorb the expansion of political 
participation, to promote the development of identity, and to 
achieve political legitimacy. The author has argued elsewhere that 
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given the level of socio-economic development in Hong Kong, 
there should have long developed a democratic government. Yet, 
as a colony dependent on Britain and under the influence of an 
authoritarian China, political development in Hong Kong has 
lagged behind its social-economic de~elopment.'~~) 

All political reforms in Hong Kong before 1984 were designed 
to improve communication between the government and the 
people, while retaining centra! power for the colonial executive. 
The Young Plan of 1946 striving for a new fully representative 
municipal council, which was stillborn, did not address the issue 
of representation at the central level of the Legislative Council. 
Further efforts from 1966 to 1969 to devolve power to local 
authorities also failed. The absence of political reform had 
become taken for granted by the majority of the apathetic Hong 
Kong Chinese who were eager to escape from politics and 
concentrated on business. This state of affairs could have lasted 
a little longer had not the issue of 1997 opened up the agenda of 
democratic development. 

The issue of 1997 was settled in principle in 1984 as the 
British and the Chinese government agreed to have the sovereignty 
over Hong Kong transferred to China in 1997 in return for the 
latter's promise to grant a kind of self-rule to Hong Kong and to 
respect its present social-economic systems for fifty years. The 
issue of transition ensued. The BritisNHong Kong government 
announced its intention to introduce representative government to 
Hong Kong, probably as a measure to win over public acceptance 
of the Sino-British agreement on the transfer of sovereignty of 
Hong Kong to China in 1997. A small dose of representation was 
then injected in 1985 with twelve members each returned by an 
electoral college of District Board members and nine functional 
constituencies respectively to fill the 56-member Legislative 
Council. The intended introduction of direct election of a small 
number of councillors to this body in 1988 was however stalled at 
the opposition of China who demanded political convergence with 
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the Basic Law which was being drafted. The British and Chinese 
governments secretly agreed in 1987 to let a small number of seats 
to be directly elected in 1991. 

The reform envisaged by the BritishJHong Kong government 
was never meant to establish a liberal democracy in Hong Kong, 
but simply to improve on political representation. Consequently, 
the introduction of electoral elements to the legislature was 
carefully designed so as not to affect the forming of the 
government. Such a caution is understandable as Britain was 
concerned about maintaining effective governing in Hong Kong 
right up to 1997. In the meantime however, the people of Hong 
Kong have grown more interested in possibilities of participating 
in the political process. The increase in interest had in fact been 
encouraged by both sovereign powers in their promise of 
"representative government" and "Hong Kong people ruling Hong 
Kong . " 

In this context, the drafting of the Basic Law for the future 
Special Administrative Region of Hong Kong became a convenient 
battleground for newly inducted politicians to explore their political 
visions and blueprints. As they were drowned in heated and 
indeterminate debates about the desirability and modalities of 
democratization, a critical event erupted in Beijing to change the 
political landscape in Hong Kong: the suppression of the 
democracy movement of Beijing students by the regime on June 4, 
1989. As the movement built up strength from spring on, emotion 
in Hong Kong also escalated, with an increasingly large number of 
people in Hong Kong (around a million) demonstrating against the 
policies toward the students of the Beijing regime. Came the 
crackdown, the Hong Kong people were reminded of the nature of 
the Beijing government to which they would be subject to after 
1997. The fear of an unpleasant future not only fuelled the exodus 
of elites to other countries, but more importantly brought people 
of different persuasions closer to each other on the issue of 
democratization. On the one hand, the Hong Kong Alliance in 
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Support of the Patriotic Democratic Movement of China was born. 
On the other, consensus models on a faster pace of 
democratization were forged in and outside the Legislative 
Council. Most prominent among all was "the UMELCO 
consensus" of July 26, 1989, whereby all unofficial members of 
the Legislative Council agreed that twenty members of that 
Council should be returned by universal suffrage in 1991 and no 
less than half in 1995. 

The Basic Law which was promulgated in 1990 has rejected 
all consensus models as developed in Hong Kong. Instead, it 
envisages to elect only 20 members by universal suffrage for the 
first term of the 60-member Legislative Council, to be increased 
to 24 and 30 for the second and third terms respectively. For the 
remaining seats, 30 will be returned by functional constituencies 
for all three terms through 2007 and ten and six seats to be 
returned by a selection committee for the first and second term 
respectively. In other words, it will take a full decade for the 
legislature in Hong Kong to be half indirectly and half directly 
elected. Any amendment to this arrangement must be approved by 
two-thirds of the future legislature, the chief executive, and the 
Standing Committee of the National People's Congress of China. 
Apart from these measures to ensure that the directly elected 
councillors will remain in the minority forever, Annex I1 of the 
Basic Law is designed to limit the influence of the legislature by 
requiring a split vote of each of two groups of directly elected and 
non-directly elected members for motions proposed by individual 
members. In sum, the political development of Hong Kong as 
planned must tread a conservative path. 

The plan may nevertheless not work, if spontaneous forces 
released by political reforms running up to 1997 raise enough the 
consciousness and skills of the people of Hong Kong. Election 
may be such a candidate. In this light, the elections in 1991 
ushered in a new era of political change in Hong Kong. It was the 
first time that direct elections were introduced. They offered a 
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new channel of political recruitment for aspiring political leaders 
who had been previously excluded from the appointment system of 
the Hong Kong government. The elections were held in the legacy 
of the June 4 event in China. Candidates with pro-China attitudes, 
records or connections were all defeated, whereas the democratic 
camp of candidates won a landslide victory.(22) Within a few years 
after the elections, Hong Kong witnessed not only some changes 
in the political ethos and alignments but also a transfonnation of 
the traditionally compliant Legislative Council from an advisory to 
a supervisory role. 

In midst of these changes arrived the new governor, Chris 
Patten, in 1992, who gave a further impetus to the democratic 
development in Hong Kong. His reform package included the 
adoption of a single-seat single vote system, the lowering of the 
voting age to eighteen, the abolition of the appointed membership 
in the municipal councils, and the creation of nine new functional 
constituencies in which individuals rather than groups as in the old 
functional constituencies would be eligible to vote. His overall 
strategy was to broaden the electoral base of the political system 
and to strengthen the Legislative Council as a representative 
assembly, without however compromising the executive control. 
The reform plan of Patten, which was promoted with beats of 
populism and agitation, crashed head on with the wish of Chinese 
government to retain the political initiative in safeguarding a 
smooth transition through 1997. 

Upon the failure of seventeen rounds of negotiations over 
political reforms in Hong Kong, the Sino-British accord of 
convergence was declared bankrupt. While the Legislative Council 
passed Patten's reform bills by a narrow margin on 29 June 1994, 
the Preparatory Working Committee established by the Chinese 
government a year ago was put on high gear to consider measures 
for political transitions in Hong Kong, including the replacement 
of the 1995-elected Legislative Council by a provisional legislature 
in 1997. The warning issued by Mr. Lu Ping against the birth of 
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a political society must be understood in the context of the 
breakdown of Sino-British cooperation and Chinese suspicion of a 
hidden agenda of the British government. 

For a while, China was just powerless to halt Patten's reform. 
The elections of all three levels of assemblies from September 
1994 to September 1995 were conducted according to Patten's 
reforms. It is significant that a wholly elected Legislative Council 
was returned for the first time in the history of Hong Kong. 
Although ten political parties participated in the elections, the 
contest was largely conducted between the Democratic Party and 
the Democratic Alliance for the Betterment of Hong Kong. The 
former party which fielded 24 candidates won a total of 19 seats, 
on a platform that emphasized steadfastness and trustworthiness in 
their fight for democracy. The latter party obtained only 5 with 
11 candidates on a platform that stressed their care for the 
livelihood of the men on the streets and their ability to 
communicate with the Beijing government. The China factor 
remained a dominant factor that shaped the electoral results. The 
prospect of a democrats-dominated legislature challenging the 
traditional hegemony of the executive in Hong Kong and the 
policies of China toward Hong Kong can only reinforce China's 
fear of a democratic transition in Hong Kong. China immediately 
reiterated its warning to dissolve the new Legislative Council in 
1997 when a "provisional" legislative will be appointed to her 
liking. How can the Chinese government then contain the 
aspiration of the Hong Kong people for more democracy? 

GROWTH OF THE POLITICAL SOCIETY 

We can now return to where we begin, i.e. with the 
admonition of Mr. Lu Ping against turning Hong Kong into a 
political society. In fact, a political society has been in the making 
ever since the 1970s. The question is whether it can be arrested 
and for how long. 
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A political society is an independent arena mediating between 
the society at large and the polity. No political society could 
develop as the colonial government was effectively secluded from 
the society and when all social-economic elites could be 
successfully co-opted into the government's machinery of 
consultation. Given the social-economic changes discussed in the 
above, the concomitant differentiation of a growing elite strata, the 
increase in the government's responsibilities, the politics of 
governing by consultation alone must sooner or later reach its limit 
of usefulness, no matter how hard the Hong Kong government 
tries to co-opt the new elites. The process of politicization began 
in the 1970s when pressure groups emerged as an autonomous 
force independent of and critical toward the government. They 
were aided by the prospering and free-wheeling mass media fed by 
the information-hungry Hong Kong ~hinese.  What followed was 
the growth of a public sphere where politics was freely discussed 
although power could not yet be contested. The mass was 
gradually socialized to become more interested in politics, more 
demanding toward the government, and more willing to join 
actions aimed at influencing the government. 

As alluded to in the above, the political society was still small 
and weak on the eve of the Sino-British negotiations over the 
future of Hong Kong. It has since grown on strength due to the 
cumulative pressures of the processes of political development and 
the specific impacts of the conduct of elections. 

The general effect of developmental issues and processes lies 
in a diffuse engaging (self-engaging) of the activist strata from the 
society into the political process. The search for an existential 
rationale for a future has been intellectually engaging, thereby 
contributing to the growth of a political discourse and a public 
sphere largely sustained by the free mass media. The desire to 
secure the conditions for autonomous development is by no means 
confined to the arena of high politics but to all areas of 
associational life, thus witnessing an array of covert or overt, 
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clientelist or otherwise initiatives to self-strengthening (or self- 
defense). The need of the government for broadening the basis of 
political support in order to enhance capability to deal with 
developmental crises is leading to the expansion of the net of 
consultative politics, attracting more people of a wider spectrum 
to the political game. Finally, the introduction of representative 
government has provided even better conditions for the political 
activists to play a role well as empowered the mass public. 

In an abstract sense, the introduction of elections has made the 
need for group-based mediation between the polity and the society 
even more obvious. In response to this need, the political society 
has been growing fast with a growing public sphere of political 
discourse, a proliferation of political groupings and a burgeoning 
of policy-oriented joint meetings and actions. The specific impacts 
of elections can be understood in the following terms. 

First of all, competition between the British and the Chinese 
government for the support of the people of Hong Kong has 
opened up new channels for political participation by individuals 
and groups. On the one hand, there are now four government 
institutions subject to election, compared to none before the 1980s. 
The number of members elected to those institutions has gone up 
from 15 in 1981 through 338 in 1991 to 457 in 1995. On the 
other hand, hundreds of different types of elites have filled posts 
created by the Chinese government as members of the Preparatory 
Working Committee, Advisors on Hong Kong affairs, Advisors on 
District Affairs, and so on. 

Secondly, the introduction of elections by functional 
constituencies to the Legislative Council in 1985 has turned "state- 
recognized" interest groups into political establishments with a 
continued stake in political power. These otherwise commerce- or 
other-regarding associations have willy-nilly succumbed to a 
politicized future. 



Thirdly, the repeated conduct of elections, especially on the 
I basis of popular franchise, has contributed to the growth of 

political parties. While councillors/members without any party 
background still constituted the largest group in all levels of 
assemblies/boards, the proportion of those with party background 

I has been rising. In 1985, members with party background 
constituted only 6.3 percent of the total membership of the District 

I Boards, the figure nowadays is 49.7 percent. The corresponding 
figures for the Municipal Councils are 33.3 percent in 1989 and 75 ~ 

I percent in 1995. In 199 1, only fifteen out of 60 members of the 

! Legislative Council belonged to political groups (no formal 
political party existed yet), the proportion of councillors with party 
background jumped to 73.4 percent in 1995. 

Finally, elements of the political society thrived on a growing 1 number of political participants among the general population. 
While turnout rates in elections remain low, the absolute number 
of voters has grown significantly, with 6,195 turning out to vote 
in 1981 to 1,338,205 in 1995. 

CONCLUDING DISCUSSIONS 

We have seen that there is already a political society in Hong 
Kong. This represents a fundamental structural transformation 
away from what was described as a minimally-integrated system 
between the polity and the society in the past. Is this major 
transformation only temporary? Can it be eradicated, arrested, or 
tamed after 1997? This author believes that it can at best be 
tamed. The most important factor lies in the fact that the polity 
can no longer be secluded from the society. Not only has a stratum 
of activists been engaged, but also the people of Hong Kong have 
been psychologically inducted into the political process. Unlike 
their forefathers, they no longer rely solely on individual and 
familial self-help for a living, but entertain increasing expectation 
from the government and are ready to join collective actions to 
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press demands on the government. The growth in intermediate 
groups will facilitate the articulation and aggregation of interests. 
In short, we have definitely entered an era of mass politics. 

The government has also changed in their attitudes and policies 
toward interest group activities from suspicion and distrust to 
accommodation and cooperation. Besides, the Hong Kong 
government in general and the top leadership in particular have 
become increasingly localized, with its members coming from the 
general society, bringing with them the latter's ethos and 
aspirations. This will provide a positive backdrop for participation 
by elements of the political society in the formation of public 
agenda and the general will. The question for the future therefore 
does not concern a choice between having a political society or 
not, but whether the political society will experience a healthy 
development, so as to better mediate between the polity and the 
general society. 

At a less abstract level, the development of Hong Kong's 
political society depends on the development of elections, parties 
and interest groups corporated into functional constituencies. So 
long elections remain an alternative route to political representation 
and power, and provided that elections are run in a fair and open 
manner, there remains a public space for the spontaneous growth 
of the political society. Interest groups, political alliances and 
parties will have a life of their own. 

In the same vein, the development of the mass media will 
affect the future health of the political society in Hong Kong. The 
scope of the public sphere in which political discourse is conducted 
will shrink to the extent that the freedoms of expression and 
communication are abridged. There are real risks to those 
freedoms in Hong Kong in the form of Chinese inter~ention.'~~) But 
the most immediate and greater risk pertains to self-censorship, as 
there are limits to governmental intervention, beyond which the 
costs to the proper function of a mature, industrialized, modem 
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society will become unbearable. It goes beyond doubt that Hong 
Kong requires an infrastructure of free communication to maintain 
its competitiveness in the international economy. In addition, the 
pluralistic structure of mass communication in Hong Kong and 
especially the accessibility of foreign media and internet forums 
may provide flexible correctives to occasional encroachment to 
freedoms of communication. In the ultimate sense, the continued 
existence of a public sphere depends on the diffuse support of the 
people of Hong Kong who as attentive spectators may not tolerate 
a blatant reduction in the availability of free information. 

What if the Chinese government is determined to eradicate the 
political society in Hong Kong? It may do so. But at considerable 
costs. To the extent a modem society needs a political society to 
handle the complexity of mass politics, it is imprudent to suppress 
it. A political society straddles between the voluntary, associational 
(hence particularistic) sphere of human interaction and the 
coercive, universal domain of public authority. It simplifies the 
processes of interest representation and policy-making in peace 
times and absorb the shocks and pressures from the mass society 
in crises situations. Eradicate the political society, the government 
is put into direct confrontation with the society. 

One of the first steps taken by totalitarian countries was to 
abolish the political society. Instead, their rulers governed by 
means of a system of transmission belts, i.e., government- 
controlled organization executing party-government orders. Such 
a system worked for a while, under the conditions of revolutionary 
mobilization, closeness to the outside world, an uneducated and 
disciplined mass, and a decent level of performance in material 
production. In the longer term, however, the utility of such a 
system has been proven worthless in Eastern Europe in 1989 and 
the Soviet Union in 1991. It will never fit Hong Kong. 

What if the Chinese government resorts to the past practice of 
the Hong Kong government in consultative authoritarianism? It is 
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quite likely. In this case, the Chinese government does not have 
to eradicate the political society altogether, but so tame it such that 
it either becomes inactive or unable to have any impact on public 
policies. For instance, the Chinese government does not have to 
eliminate all political parties, but just to make it hard for any 
undesirable party to develop or in the worst-case scenario to 
outlaw it. The rest or the most friendly ones can be co-opted into 
the advisory machinery of government. We have already seen the 
limits of government by consultation. It is inefficient in meeting 
the changing needs of a complex, post-industrial society. In 
addition, a consultative-yet-authoritarian government remains 
inherently unstable in the modern age of democracy and 
information. Not only that the expectation of an educated, worldly 
exposed and political awakening mass sustains considerable 
pressures on the government to open up, but also the hegemonic 
idea of democracy in our age subjects an authoritarian regime to 
a constant crises of legitimacy. That is why no authoritarian 
government today rejects democracy, although some may claim 
itself being more democratic than the democracies in the West. 
An authoritarian regime which has pre-committed itself to 
democracy is an inherently unstable regime, because it will be 
taken to task to deliver. After all, democracy has been declared the 
ultimate objective of political development in the Basic Law. 
Unless this provision were changed, there will linger on an agenda 
for further democratic reforms, thereby upholding hope for a 
political society. At a more specific level, elections often have 
unintended effects. Unless elections at all levels were abolished 
altogether after 1997 such that their direct and indirect impacts on 
political learning and structuring were foreclosed, there will 
always be room for the political society to persist. 

To conclude, it is illusory to ignore the implications of an 
awakening mass for the political process. The multiplicity and 
diversity of interests in a rapidly changing society require a 
flexible and adaptive mechanism to sort out the priorities and to 
forge consensus. It would be wrong to assume that the past 
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practice of the Hong Kong government in consultative 
authoritarianism can easily be adapted to provide tutelage over the 
plurality of fluid cleavages and groups. It may be even less so 
after the transfer of sovereignty in 1997 since the new government 
has to accumulate political capital before its tutelage will be 
accepted as legitimate. The foundation for the past practice in 
governing through consultation, i.e., elite solidarity and lack of 
mass mobilization, and so on no longer exists. Alternative 
institutions are called for to meet the requirements of rational 
efficiency, interest intermediation and long-term legitimacy in the 
modern world. A healthy political society will be a blessing rather 
than a curse, serving as an efficient feedback loop between the 
general society and the polity. Such a healthy political society 
requires the institutions of fair elections and free communications. 
These are the critical areas the development of which is going to 
shape the future political landscape of Hong Kong. 
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