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Theme 

• Hong Kong and Taiwan loom large in the international discourses over the question of the 

progressiveness of Chinese political economy.  

The question concerns the sovereignty of “the Chinese People” versus (varieties of) local 

self-determination. Fundamentally, “the people” as a historical category needs justification.  

 

• This presentation is purported to provide some pointers for answering the question.  

It takes as its starting point the proposition that, in the modern world, the historical justice 

of the category “the people” is most crucially determined by anti-imperialism. 

 

• Imperialism entails “Northern” capital exploiting and suppressing “Southern” labour. Anti-

imperialism, at the level of determining “the people”, signifies endeavours of resisting 

systematically the hegemonic world order of capitalism. 

 

• The formation of “the Chinese People”, and its evolution to date, can be justifiably 

considered as such an endeavour. Any advocacy of, and actual conduct of pushing for, 

local self-determination for Hong Kong and Taiwan needs to be assessed in terms of their 

historical justice vis-à-vis “the Chinese People”. 

 

• Democratic Reunion, therefore, is possibly the most justifiable as the future prospect. 



The Historical Context: from Pax Britannica to Pax Americana  

• The recent fanfare of publicity, in Western media, over the status of Hong Kong pre-1997, 

pushes to the forefront the need of straightening what is meant by colonialism-imperialism 

and their resistance. 

The China-US confrontation over Taiwan further heightens the stake, not least for the 

global political/intellectual left, of this need. 

 

• China has always insisted that pre-1997 Hong Kong was an occupied region, not a colony – 

denouncing the legality of the treaties that ceded Hong Kong to Britain, which the British 

establishments have insisted legal but failed to uphold. 
Early on, in the 1970s, a contest between a vast majority of countries in the world versus the Western 

bloc resulted in China successfully getting the UN to take out Hong Kong from the list of colonies. 

 

• The justification for China’s position is that the legality of outright colonialism/imperialism, 

which was essential to the world order of Pax Britannica, is null and void. 
This is revolutions overthrowing legal arrangements. And it is enshrined in the UN Charter, which 

denounces outright colonialism/imperialism. 

 

• What about Taiwan? The same principle applies: it was deemed an occupied region pre-

1945, because the treaty with which China ceded Taiwan to Japan was essentially part of 

Pax Britannica. 



• This position was confirmed in the Potsdam Declaration (and the Cairo Declaration 

preceding it). It was a promise made by the Allies to the Chinese people that were at that 

time devoting their maximum efforts-sacrifices to sustain the war against the Axis. 
Similar promises, in the form of the UN Charter, were made to the rest of the non-Western world. 

 

• The US reneged on the promise in 1950, following the Chinese revolution. 
Hence the US Seventh Fleet blocking the Taiwan Strait, the exclusion of China in the formulation and 

signing of the Treaty of San Francisco, the US-Taiwan military alliance...  

Taiwan politics evolved progressively from anti-communist to anti-communist plus anti-China (the 

pro-unification left wing that dominated Taiwan society in the late 1940s and early 1950s was bloodily 

wiped out).  

 

• Notwithstanding, Pax Americana is not the kind of outright colonialism/imperialism that 

has been cast aside by the world; its dominance and resistance are still on-going. 

Hence, in addition to revolutions overthrowing legal arrangements, legality is still a real 

issue. That’s why China has also been stressing the legality of the Potsdam Declaration and 

denouncing the Treaty of San Francisco, on legal grounds. 

 

• A further complexity, and with even more powerful ramifications, of Pax Americana 

concerns the contested interpretations of the principles of the UN Charter. 

 



• Ultimately, what is meant by democracy – and, therefore, self-determination? Democracy 

means the supreme authority resting with the people, so the premise for democracy is “the 

people” well-defined and formed on the basis of sufficient historical justice. 

 

• The existing “Hong Kong People” and “Taiwan People”, insofar as they stand in contrast to 

“the Chinese People”, were formed historically on the basis of being delineated by the 

military forces of Pax Britannica and Pax Americana, respectively. 

And “the Taiwan People” is today still defined by a US internal legislation, the Taiwan 

Relations Act; the supreme authority rests with a foreign master – justice? 

 

• Self-determination is an act of exclusion, which, in the case of Hong Kong and Taiwan, 

inevitably entails local residents attempting to deprive the right of (the rest/majority of) 

“the Chinese People”. Justice? 

 

The Historical Justice of “the Chinese People” 

• The formation of “the Chinese People” is through the revolution of the Twentieth Century 

against world capitalism. 

This historical category, judged by the principles of the UN Charter, is far more justified 

than Pax Britannica and even Pax Americana. 



The historical process involves the sacrifices by tens of millions. Its level of justice is thus 

much higher than the willingness/identification of any part of the Chinese People, including 

any part or even the total of the existing people in Hong Kong/Taiwan. 

 

• Two possible objections, or reservations, regarding the statement above: 

(a) Today, is the Chinese People still sufficiently justified, relative to the “universal 

values” embodied in the UN Charter and/or the actual practices of Pax Americana? 

(b) Is historical justice associated with the Chinese People necessary paramount, so much 

so as to disregard the specificity of Hong Kong/Taiwan history and society? 

 

• A famous quotation from his first UN speech in 1971 by Qiao Guanhua, then Foreign 

Minister: “Countries want independence, nations want liberation, and the people want 

revolution – this has become an irresistible trend of history”. 

Central to the quotation is “the people”, of which the working class is the mainstay. They 

want revolution, for undoing the exploitation imposed by world capitalism. 

 

• The Chinese revolution has its origin back to the Shanghai May 30th Movement and the 

Great Guangzhou-Hong Kong Strike in 1925-26. 

This is the first time that the Chinese working class entered the political stage. It also 

signifies the Hong Kong community as part of the Chinese People. 



The objective of the revolution was to bring down the social and power relations imposed 

by actually existing capitalism, i.e., imperialism. 

 

• Historical capitalism, i.e., Pax Britannica in the first half of the Twentieth Century and Pax 

Americana thereafter, has always had its systemic capital accumulation based on the 

exploitation of labour, especially the working class of the underdeveloped world.  

 

• In our times, in the era of neoliberal globalization, exploitation manifests itself mainly in 

the form of financial hegemony (the “Wall Street-Treasury-IMF Complex”) underpinned 

by “accumulation by dispossession”. 

 

• The nature of the Chinese revolution is such that it has always aspired to establish a new 

framework of social and power relations that transcends historical capitalism, in terms of 

justice – i.e., empowering the Chinese people to resist the exploitation of the systemic 

capital accumulation of historical capitalism. 

 

• The revolution is still an unfinished project to date. As such, the project is infused with 

historical complexities today. 

The complexities concern both government and nationhood, which are precisely the focal 

points of the debate over Hong Kong’s Democratic Reunion with the mainland (although 

not at all in and around Taiwan). 



Government and Nationhood 

• Consider the question of government. Over the past hundred years, the Chinese revolution 

has persistently followed a path of “party-led nation building”.  

Nation building, that is, to build up a framework of social and power relations that undo the 

oppression of historical capitalism. 

Such an endeavour necessarily requires the mobilization of the entire society, which, in 

turn, requires a strong and rigorous leadership. 

Both the KMT and the CPC have historically adhered to this principle – only that the KMT 

has failed the test of revolution, whilst the CPC is still subject to the test as of today. 

 

• There does exist, in the history, justification for the principle. Fundamental progresses have 

been made for the revolution, most importantly the successes in resisting the conquer of 

Pax Britannica (esp. the “Resistance against Japanese Aggression”) and the oppressions by 

Pax Americana. 

 

• Inference from the historical records: “party-led nation building” as a replacement for 

competitive parliamentary politics (which prevailed in the early Republican era) does have 

its justification in terms of fitting the interests of the people. 

 

• Chinese politics today have both attributes of progressiveness and backwardness, relative to  



(a) Pax Americana,  

(b) “bourgeois” universal values as enshrined in the UN Charter (liberty…); and 

(c) socialist universal values (liberation…). 

 

• For justice to be materialized, there requires collective actions to push forward the 

progressiveness and to overcome the backwardness, within the space provided by the 

historical conditions. 

For Hong Kong, Democratic Reunion – which embodies the unity of promoting democracy 

and reunion – is possibly the only scenario that is consistent with this line.  

The same applies to Taiwan. 

 

• Now consider nationhood. This is a question concerning mainly the political relationship 

between the whole and the parts of the people. 

Simply put, it concerns the trade-off between the unitary system and the federal system – or 

the reasonable combination of elements of the two systems. 

 

• The arrangement of the relationship depends on the historical conditions – i.e., the degrees 

of closeness to the completion of revolution. 

In life-and-death junctures, systemic mobilization of the entire society is necessary and the 

parts should submit to the whole. 



To undo the social and power relations imposed (or threatened to impose) by imperialism, 

the revolution cannot afford to tolerate local chauvinism of any form. 

 

• Inference from the historical records: the unitary system as a replacement for the de facto 

federal system of the early Republican era, does have its justification in terms of fitting the 

interests of the people. 

 

• The question: in view of the history, has the arrangement of the whole-parts relationship 

been progressively improving? 

Today, in view of the conditions in the reality, is it possible to have an arrangement that 

avoids chauvinism of the whole and/or the parts? 

 

• The objective conditions: 

(a) The Chinese People’s material strengthen has been sufficiently developed, so that it is 

not vulnerable to external subversive forces – not even the threat of the deployment of 

60% of US military power under its “Asia-Pacific Rebalancing” plus the US-Japan 

military alliance; 

(b) The main subversive danger confronting The Chinese People today is political and 

social divisions in the domestic front – i.e., the possibility of certain domestic power 

blocs turning themselves into comprador interests. 



(c) The Chinese People today, while generally affirming (bourgeois and/or socialist) 

universal values, are sufficiently immune to the ideology of Pax Americana, i.e., “the 

politics of universal values”. 

 

• Given these conditions, the future prospect for the progress of the Chinese revolution rests 

on mass mobilization and participation in public affairs. 

This entails increasing the compatibility between the whole and the parts of the people. 

Quite apart from the consideration of the objective conditions, this requirement is, in 

principle, necessary for the sake of justice vis-a-vis historical capitalism. 

Again, Hong Kong’s (and Taiwan’s) Democratic Reunion is of this direction. 

 

Concluding Words: In the Beginning There Should Have been Decolonization 

• Democratic Reunion, in the sense of building a Hong Kong (Taiwan) that is intrinsic to 

building a China that transcends historical capitalism, has never had a chance since its first 

emergence as a slogan in the early 1980s. 

This, in the first place, was because of coloniality – the dominant political forces in Hong 

Kong have been antithetical to the orientation of making the Hong Kong community part of 

the Chinese revolution. 

It was also due to the pragmatist approach of the Chinese leadership towards Hong Kong, 

so that de-colonialization has never been contemplated. 



 

• The 2019 Anti-Extradition Bill Movement, in terms of its mainstream, can be seen as the 

culmination of the antithetical orientation.  

It was opposed to not only making Hong Kong people part of The Chinese People, but also 

to the validity of The Chinese People altogether. 

It also, ostensibly/ostentatiously, exhibited strong elements of siding with (indeed playing 

up to) the hegemony of the capitalist world order. 

 

• As for the Chinese central authorities, the promulgation of the National Security Law in 

2020 might (or might not) be just a response to emergency, but it does dim the prospect for 

local democratic self-governing in the foreseeable future. 

 

• All these notwithstanding, given the discussion above on realism and justice, there seems 

no conceivable alternative to Democratic Reunion. 

People truly concerned with the future of the community need to start the project afresh. 

 

 

 


