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Matters of conscience, not pragmatism
One thing that has always struck me about American politics is the importance of certain moral issues. Some people decide how to vote purely on the basis of a candidate's positions on abortion, same-sex marriage or school prayer.
One remarkable thing about Barack Obama's victory in the American presidential election was that some voters must have put these issues to one side. Some voters who had always put values before interests chose pragmatism.
Here in Hong Kong, we nearly always seem to choose pragmatism. I am sure there are people here who are strongly opposed to abortion, which is legal, but we never hear much from them. And, if we did, I wonder how many people would pay attention. There are small lobbies for and against same-sex marriage but, again, most people don't seem to have a strong opinion.
We hear protests about obscenity in the media but, judging by the sales figures of certain magazines, many Hong Kong people can't resist the latest scandals anyway.
Is this pragmatism a good thing? It would be nice to think that it is a sign of tolerance. I am fairly sure that, if you ask them, most people in Hong Kong would say they feel others should be free to do as they wish, provided they don't hurt anyone else. But I am not sure this is a principled position. It could just be plain lack of interest, in which case we are not really pragmatic or tolerant - we just don't care.
I recently saw a tragic story from Britain. A young man left paralysed from a rugby injury flew to an assisted suicide clinic in Switzerland. Following his death, his parents, who helped him, were questioned by police and for a while faced prosecution back in Britain, where assisted suicide is illegal.
That reminded me of the case several years ago of Tang Siu-pun, or Bun Tsai, a man in his 30s who had been left a quadriplegic by a sports accident. He publicly asked then-chief executive Tung Chee-hwa for the right to die. This prompted a great deal of debate, and he was even mentioned in the chief executive's policy address that year.
Perhaps encouraged by public interest, Bun Tsai began to think more positively and wrote a book but, as I understand it, he still believes there should be a right to die.
Our own officials were extremely reluctant to take a stance. They said that it was a complex subject concerning society's values as well as medical ethics. They pointed out that there was no consensus, and said they had no plans to put forward any proposals for change. Most of the rest of the population seemed happy to go along with that.
Ultimately, however, we will have to address this and other moral issues. Just one or two more people in predicaments like Bun Tsai's would rekindle the issue. People directly affected, academics and religious groups would all join in the argument.
But would members of the broader community look to values for guidance or will they just shrug and assume it has nothing to do with them? Would officials be willing to stick their necks out and take a lead one way or the other?
The election of Senator Obama could not have happened if every voter had put abstract single issues first. At a time of financial crisis, many voted for someone whose values they might not totally agree with. But their strong sense of principle will still be there. In Britain, a fierce debate is taking place in the media and among politicians, and there may be change.
Being pragmatic, many of us in Hong Kong might point out that, if someone wishes so strongly to die, they can probably find a way to do it regardless of the law.
But this doesn't solve the problem. Controversial and sensitive issues will not go away, and all of us - especially policymakers and opinion formers - need to put values before interests more often.
