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Convincing Hong Kong that the glass is half full
Some commentators say that any bid by Executive Council convenor Leung Chun-ying to be the next chief executive could suffer because of rumours that he is a member of the Communist Party.
What do people think he might do if he became leader of Hong Kong? Make us all work on state-owned farms? Set production targets? Nationalise private property? The fact that it is an issue reflects many Hong Kong people’s negative feelings about the party.
There are good reasons for this. Many of our older citizens fled terrible suffering in China after the revolution. Younger people brought up in our stable and open society are bound to see the mainland as different and, in some ways, backward.
Having said that, I think most Hong Kong people recognise the achievements of China in recent decades and do not oppose the nation’s government. They know that Beijing has kept its pre-1997 promises on Hong Kong’s freedoms and lifestyle. They are very aware of China’s rapid rise as a world-ranking economy and the impact on us here.
This cultural gap seemed very clear to me when I watched the National Day parade in Beijing last week. The event was described by western media as choreographed, or even propaganda. I suppose it was, in much the same way as the Beijing Olympic Games ceremony last year.
It was a superbly planned and performed way to send a message to the Chinese people. It drove home the fact that China has changed beyond recognition since 1949. The nation is influential, the third largest economy in the world; it is modernising and giving most of its people greater prosperity than ever before.
This was not just to win short-term public support. The aim was clearly to encourage confidence and optimism about the future. The country still faces many big problems. There is still hardship ahead for many Chinese, and the leaders want to assure the people that it will be worth it in the longer term.
Hong Kong people read all about these problems: corruption, pollution, unemployment and growing inequality. They hear, for example, about the detention of lawyers defending victims of corrupt local officials, and they feel alienated by it.
Mainlanders know about these things too, but they still support the central government and see the party as the best hope for future progress. Perhaps Hong Kong people are more likely to see the glass as half empty, while their mainland compatriots see it as half full, and rising.
The party’s legitimacy today comes from delivering progress and – just as important – confidence that this will continue. The nation already plays a growing international role; it has already given people far more freedom of choice over things like where they live or what job they do. Many party members today are middle class or entrepreneurs – people who were persecuted in the past.
These people, in their 30s or 40s, have witnessed major improvements in schools, medical care, and the availability of consumer goods and services. These are things long taken for granted on this side of the border. And these people are expecting progress to continue. But, if the country continues to build a fairer and more prosperous society, perhaps Hong Kong people will feel less mistrust.
Meanwhile, local supporters of the central government can do more to build mutual respect between the two camps in this community. We should be honest about the fact that the mainland authorities do not always live up to the standards Hong Kong people would like. Beijing cannot perform miracles.
That probably includes making the sun shine at exactly 10am before the National Day parade, though some say mainland scientists organised it. However, the superb weather underlined the basic message that the country really is on a historic, positive new path. Maybe Hong Kong is yet to be fully convinced, but mainlanders have no doubt about it.
