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Barriers to harmony
We have heard a lot about the “post-1980s generation” who have brought so much idealism and energy to protests against the express rail link between Hong Kong and the mainland.  Although we might disapprove of some of their methods, it is easy to see why the young activists, with their creativity and anti-materialism, attract attention.
However, we need to see them in context.  The general dissatisfaction they obviously feel has been growing throughout all age groups and I think it will continue to strengthen.
To put it very bluntly: a lot of people in Hong Kong – of all ages – are losing faith in the idea of a fair and just society.
Rapid economic development has played a part.  Hong Kong has benefited from globalisation but, hidden away from those of us in Central, many working people have experienced real suffering because of trends like downsizing and outsourcing.
Even many of the better off feel that the system is not working.  There is a sense that the odds are against most people these days; opportunities are fewer, even for the educated.  People increasingly feel that the remaining opportunities are more and more confined to a small group of privileged interests.
Smaller or newer players seem to get squeezed out.  We see old owner-operated shops and restaurants close because the landlord puts the rent up.  The luxury goods, big brands and retail chains that replace them are popular – this is market forces at work – but a few conglomerates lie behind many of them.  This makes people more cynical.
There is a widespread assumption that collusion and favouritism have become built into the system.  Examples include numerous property and planning issues – from the notorious Cyberport to recent heritage and urban renewal controversies – and the debate about functional constituencies.
The rail project may look like a good idea to engineers, planners and strategic thinkers, and I generally agree that it is.  But many people see little or nothing in it for them; all they see is an astronomical price-tag and vested interests lining up.  They also see long hospital waiting lists, poor air and child poverty and ask whether infrastructure projects are really so important.
This feeling of unfairness is making people jealous and resentful about our whole economic and political system.  More problems are probably on the way (including in the heritage area, in which I am closely involved).
In the United States, the most unpopular industries are probably oil, health insurance and – most of all – finance.  President Barack Obama is planning to implement sharp curbs on the banks, limiting their size and activities.  The promise to tame Wall Street is going down well.
The equivalent here in Hong Kong would be our property sector and the big conglomerates.  Whether they are really “out of control” or exerting too much influence on government is debatable.  Twenty years ago most people thought our system was a good one that created wealth which trickled down to everyone.  The basic structure has not changed, but our people and their expectations have.
There was a time when our public officials and administrators were respected and our top business figures were admired and even idolised.  Those days are over: satisfaction with government is low, and people complain that they are all working for a handful of tycoons.  Whether the complaints are true is beside the point: people believe them, they see plenty of things that support that belief, and they are getting angry.
We often hear pleas for a more harmonious society.  If we are serious about that, we must accept that the community’s sense of what is fair and acceptable has changed significantly, while the system has not.  The popular mood is still evolving; expectations will continue to grow.  If things carry on the way they are going, the post-1980s generation will join a society where most people believe and assume that the Hong Kong political and economic system is designed simply to enable a small, rich elite to make money from everyone else.  It will not be harmonious.
