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This year has turned out to be pretty brutal for
Hong Kong. There’s been a lot of excitement,
but the politics has been ugly. That’s what

comes of having not just one but two major elections
in a year. Upping the ante has done a lot of damage,
leaving Hong Kong a little off balance, and its
residents struggling over their sense of identity,
community and place. Anger seems to permeate our
daily lives. Discontent and frustration drive politics,
leaving the community more polarised than ever.

Everywhere we turn, there are political fights, over
who we are (Hongkonger vs Chinese), what we
should do about everything (maternity wards,
housing, funding for the English Schools
Foundation), and where the city is heading
(independence vs oblivion). Debates are normal,
except that these carry a distinctive “us vs them”
undercurrent. And these “debates”, especially those
in the legislature, have become counter-intuitive:
endless squabbles that yield zero solutions. 

The art of politics – compromise – has been lost.
Obstructionist politics has taken the city and its
residents hostage: 2012 is turning out to be a year of
high-strung rhetoric with very little progress. 

When the current chief executive ran for the office,
there was a lot of talk about “change”. But as the clock
has ticked and the months have passed, we seem to
be in the exact same political rut.

We have lost our way. And all the fights and
anguish have destroyed the community’s soul,
rubbing away residents’ sense of self and place. We
have lost sight of what made this city great – our
energy, vitality and opportunities.

People used to come to Hong Kong to get things
done and to do what wasn’t possible elsewhere. Once
famous for our cutthroat, no-nonsense efficiency,
how does our current politics measure up? Never
mind making the impossible possible; we have made
the possible impossible (think old-age allowance). 

We once prospered because Hong Kong was the
place to go for people to start anew and for those in
search of a better life. Past generations risked their
lives to get to this land of opportunity. But today we
can only reminisce about how we went from a tiny
fishing village to a bustling metropolis. This is
something to be proud of, but we desperately need
new material for our city’s narrative. Demanding only
entitlements, closing our borders, and attempting to
insulate ourselves from the world – including the
mainland – isn’t going to inject vitality into the city. 

Hong Kong’s past successes weren’t happy
accidents. They were the result of the hard work of
the people who made this city their home, where
conflicts have always been present, but people have
made things work in spite of them. 

Whether the problem now is the tainted political
process, the incompetence of governments past and
present, our inability to rise above political theatrics,
or all of the above, we have to dig deep and rediscover
the city’s soul. It will take the will of every individual
to make Hong Kong great again. And it begins with a
demand that our legislators and administrators stop
playing politics and get back to finding solutions and
getting results.

Alice Wu is a political consultant and a former associate
director of the Asia Pacific Media Network at UCLA
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that made it a land of the possible 

I
nternational Human Rights Day is
always a good time to take China’s
temperature. This year, the country
is especially feverish. Amazingly, 63
years after the People’s Republic

was established, populous and powerful
China still has no effective means of
enforcing the rights enshrined in its consti-
tution. Yet, once again, new Communist
Party leaders reignite hopes for bringing
government and the party under the rule
of law. 

On January 1, a newly revised Criminal
Procedure Law goes into effect, making ex-
plicit reference to human rights for the first
time. Thousands of Chinese judges, prose-
cutors, lawyers, officials, scholars and
party experts are currently contending and
co-operating in an effort to give concrete
meaning to its largely progressive, but
broad and often ambiguous, language.
This will be a complex, long-run process. 

Although little understood outside
specialist circles, the outcome of this
struggle will have a major impact on the
personal freedom of 1.3 billion individuals
as well as on their country’s politics,
government, society, economy and
international relations. 

The revised law is not the only recent
human rights legislation requiring imple-
mentation. The country’s first mental
health law, for example, promises better
protection against arbitrary incarceration
in mental hospitals. Yet other legislation is
needed to eliminate the continuing threat
of unfair official detention. 

One litmus test will be whether the
party’s new leaders allow the National
People’s Congress to finally eliminate 
“re-education through labour”. Legisla-
tion is also urgently needed to ban the no-
torious “black jails” to which would-be pe-
titioners are subjected. 

Not on the NPC’s agenda is another
critical measure required to assure the
personal security of millions of ordinary
mortals, as well as China’s highest leaders
– legislative regulation, if not elimination,
of “double designation” (shuanggui). That
is the long-standing party institution for

detaining incommunicado, at the plea-
sure of its investigators, any of the more
than 80 million party members suspected
of misconduct. 

Ironically, when party leaders an-
nounced the purge of their colleague Bo
Xilai in March, they guaranteed
the nation that his case would be handled
strictly according to law. Their actions, of
course, immediately belied their words,
since they then “disappeared” Bo for
many months into the bowels of the
party’s feared discipline inspection
system. Only after a secret political strug-
gle over his fate did the party turn his case
over to the legal system for prosecution. 

How to present to the world Bo’s case,
often said to be the most important Chi-
nese legal proceeding since the 1980-81
show trial of the Gang of Four, is the party’s
most urgent challenge. If extended incom-
municado detention has subdued the nor-
mally feisty Bo, his trial, although it would
be described as “open”, is more likely to
resemble the carefully limited “open”
prosecution of his wife, Gu Kailai ,
than the much longer, more publicised
and free-wheeling circus that constituted
the trial of the Gang of Four. 

Despite its many legal failings, the latter
did drive home to a nation only beginning
to recover from the nightmare of the Cul-
tural Revolution the importance of crimi-
nal defence lawyers and the tragic conse-
quences of unconstitutional search and
seizure, torture of political opponents,
official coercion of confessions and lawless
killing. Unfortunately, as his rule over
Chongqing demonstrated, Bo never
took those lessons to heart. 

Yet how China’s new leadership will
handle the prosecutions of ordinary citi-
zens is far more important to human rights
progress than party leaders’ occasional
resort to law to pillory their political rivals.
Sadly, prospects are not encouraging, if
the November 30 conviction of Chen
Kegui , the nephew of blind “bare-
foot lawyer” Chen Guangcheng , is
any guide. 

After a trial that can only be described
as a judicial farce, Chen Kegui, a 32-year-
old farmer, was convicted of “intentional
wounding” and sentenced to three years
and three months in prison by the Yinan
county court in Shandong province. 

The number of procedural violations
that marred his prosecution surely match
those that marked the 2006 proceedings in
the same court against his now famous
uncle, whose daring escape from illegal
home imprisonment in April this year not
only made him a world figure but also
made his family a target of official revenge. 

Like his uncle, Chen Kegui was subject-

ed to many months of pre-trial incommu-
nicado police detention and denied the
right to be represented by independent
defence counsel. Instead, local “legal aid”
officials foisted their hand-picked counsel
on him from the same two local law firms
that had been forced upon his uncle and
that, under instruction from the author-
ities, had failed to provide him a compe-
tent defence. 

Extraordinarily, Chen Kegui’s assigned
lawyers never even gave his family a copy
of the indictment and only informed them
of the trial less than four hours before it
began. 

Although his parents arrived in time to
attend the trial, which was announced as
open to the public as required by law, they
were both excluded. Their testimony
would have confirmed that Chen Kegui’s
stabbing of a township official who led an
illegal after-midnight break-in at their
family farmhouse was an act of self- 
defence. 

It was a desperate attempt to fend off 30
or more officials and thugs who had been
severely beating him and his parents and
destroying their furniture in furious retali-
ation for his uncle’s escape. Yet the court

had the illogical temerity to deny them an
opportunity to testify and yet exclude
them from even observing the trial on the
grounds that they were witnesses to the
events in question! 

After the trial, Chen Kegui’s assigned
lawyers even refused to tell his parents,
who had been held in a police van outside
the courtroom all afternoon, about the
process and the result. That would have
required them to explain how they could
have allowed their obviously intimidated
client to renounce an appeal before the
trial ended. 

One can only wish that, by next year’s
Human Rights Day, China’s new leaders
will have stimulated not only further legis-
lative protections of constitutional rights
but also law enforcement’s good-faith im-
plementation of such rights. Otherwise, to
paraphrase Shakespeare, they will again
have to plead guilty to “keeping the prom-
ise to the ear, but breaking it to the hope”. 

Jerome A. Cohen is professor and co-director 
of the US-Asia Law Institute at New York
University School of Law and adjunct senior
fellow for Asia at the Council on Foreign
Relations. See also www.usasialaw.org
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Jerome A. Cohen says a revised criminal law that takes effect come
2013 provides the backdrop to a key challenge confronting China –
how to bring the party and government under the rule of law 

Cry freedom

How the pan-democratic
camp in general, and the
Democratic Party in

particular, miss the strategic
thinking power of the late Szeto
Wah. The present bunch
struggle to be worthy of his
legacy. Surveying the present
political scene, Uncle Wah
would have seen clearly several
important factors in play.

First, a number of tycoons
have never accepted in their
hearts the surprise outcome of
the chief executive election.
Henry Tang Ying-yen was their
man. But to their evident distress
and discomfort, Tang fell at the
last hurdle and suddenly there,
out of the blue, came the
outsider Leung Chun-ying. 

Some simply recoiled and
tried to think through how to live
with the new situation. But
others have joined together in a
well-resourced attempt to
undermine the new chief
executive, to bring him down
and, if possible, hound him from
office. Who would replace him?
Too difficult to say; obviously
not Tang, just someone equally
malleable – leave the details to
another day.

Szeto would have asked
himself why this small circle, so
inimical to the overall interests
of the pan-democrats, was so
determined to attack Leung, and
how the situation could be
turned to advantage.

Secondly, Szeto would have
seen the saga of unauthorised
building works for the
distraction it clearly is. A handful
of minor improvements to the
chief executive’s house, some
introduced by the previous
owner anyway, and typical of

those in many Hong Kong
households: what precisely is the
big deal? Even added together,
how could they possibly be
equated with Tang’s enormous
underground palace? 

Yet, instead of focusing on
their welfare agenda – more
subsidised housing, better care
for the elderly, improved
educational opportunities –
members of the pan-democratic
leadership have queued up in
front of the TV cameras and
microphones to shout “scandal”
as if this were the biggest
political event since the arrest of
the Gang of Four.

Two senior members of the
camp took part in a radio
discussion last week. They
repeatedly called the chief
executive a liar, quoting his 14-
page explanation of the
unauthorised works as proof.
But when I challenged them to
specify which facts outlined in
the paper constituted a lie, one
could not think of a single
example. The other could only
quote the discrepancy in the size
of the blocked-off area – 320 sq ft
as measured by Buildings
Department officials after
breaking through the wall, 200
sq ft as estimated by Leung while
it was still inaccessible. So a poor
guess is the same as a lie? For
heavens’ sake, how about a
sense of proportion?

The sight of screeching
harridans on the nightly news
calling for Leung’s resignation or
impeachment does nothing to
improve the democrats’ image,
either.

Thirdly, Szeto would have
known from his study of Leung’s
election manifesto that, in many

of the social and welfare areas,
his agenda was not a million
miles away from theirs. He
would have asked himself how
the democrats could secure
more of the improvements they
wanted by working with Leung
instead of against him.

Finally, Szeto would have
realised that, come rain or shine,
Leung would be chief executive
for the full five-year term. There
is no way he will quit, nor will
Beijing unload him, the fantasies
of certain property developers
notwithstanding. So Leung will
be the top dog while a string of
important political reform issues
need to be addressed.

Might there be a way to turn
co-operation on achieving
Leung’s domestic agenda into a
wider deal on genuine
democratisation? Szeto would at
least have asked himself the
question. Alas, his successors do
not seem able to think beyond
tomorrow’s front-page headline. 

The coming January 2 will be
the second anniversary of Uncle
Wah’s death. As we gather with
friends and family to welcome in
the new year, let all lovers of
freedom and progress imagine
what might have been and raise
a toast to absent friends. 

Mike Rowse is the search director 
of Stanton Chase International 
and an adjunct professor at the
Chinese University of Hong Kong.
mike@rowse.com.hk
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Mike Rowse says the democrats could do with some strategic thinking 

Chester Bowles, a former
US ambassador to India,
once called for a single

assistant secretary of state to
cover the whole of Asia in order
to strengthen the US State
Department’s capacity to think
strategically about the region. 

As foreign policy attention
turns away from Afghanistan
towards China’s rise, it is time
for Washington to reorganise its
foreign policy machine to
recognise that China is a player
in South Asia. US policy on
South Asia needs to be properly
integrated into a broader Asia
policy – one that encompasses
all the states across the region,
not just the prominent duo of
India and China.

There is no better time to do
this than 2013. Finally, South
Asia matters enough to
Washington to merit sustained
policy attention.

No longer is it the “backside
of the State Department globe”,
as former undersecretary of state
for political affairs Tom
Pickering once famously called
it. And for the first time in over a
decade, no single policy priority
sucks up all the air in the room. 

Afghanistan is moving
towards transition. The US-India
relationship is intimate, mature
and moving forward.
Counterterrorism remains
important, but Osama bin
Laden’s death along with those
of many of his lieutenants
means that the campaign
against terrorists is no longer a
super-priority. At least for now,
the US-Pakistan relationship is
out of the headlines and being
worked on.

Until the late 1990s, the
assistant secretaries for South
Asia and East Asia in the US
State Department had virtually
no contact. 

Neither China’s rivalry with
India nor China’s close alliance
with Pakistan encouraged
American diplomats to cross the
imaginary bamboo wall that
divided the two regions.

The good news is this has
begun to change. Kurt
Campbell, assistant secretary of
state for East Asia and the
Pacific, has worked hard with his
South and Central Asian
counterpart, Bob Blake, to forge
closer ties between their
bureaus. US South Asia
specialists travel to China and its
East Asia specialists travel to
India.

Relations between China and
India will be enormously
important in the decades to
come, but the Beijing-Delhi
relationship alone will neither
define Asia’s future, nor capture
all the regional South Asia issues
that deserve attention. 

China is a South Asian power.
China’s policies have an impact
on every South Asian state, and
China’s trade with South Asia is
growing at breakneck speed. 

The first Obama
administration included South
Asia in its strategic rebalancing
towards Asia. The second
Obama administration needs to
take this a step further, and
integrate thinking about China
into its South Asia policy.

Alexander Evans is a Bernard
Schwartz Fellow at the Asia 
Society and a senior fellow at Yale

America’s South Asia
policy can’t ignore China
Alexander Evans says, moreover, the region’s
importance goes beyond Beijing-Delhi ties

The Nobel Peace Prize is,
this year, an award for the
European Union’s success

in bringing peace, security and
prosperity to what used to be a
war-torn and divided continent. 

For many, including myself,
the news of the award to the EU
came as a surprise. Not because
we were unconvinced of the role
the EU has played in uniting
Europe, a role that continues,
but because Europe’s economic
woes have made many people
lose faith in the European
project. 

The award is a reminder of
what our union stands for – an
ideal that transformed a war-
ravaged continent into a
peaceful union of democracies.
From the rubble of war, the
wounds of conflict were healed
to give former enemies a
common future. Since the 1950s,
the EU has grown from the
original six members to today’s
27. A tidal change was the fall of
the iron curtain in 1989. The EU
offered a perspective of hope
and freedom to citizens who had
been locked out of the European
mainstream for close to 40 years.
The process of European
integration will continue, with
Croatia joining next year, and
other countries to follow. 

The Nobel Committee also
sent us a clear message: that we
have to safeguard the union’s
principles of peace and
common endeavour against
nationalism and extremism. Just
like when we started, the best
way to do that is by bringing
concrete benefits to our citizens.
Europe will have to prove it can
bring back growth to its

economy, create jobs and
provide security to the elderly.
And we need to make sure
young people can again believe
in the possibilities offered by the
unified market and by the
freedom to travel and reside
wherever they see their future. I
am convinced the EU is facing
up to this task. 

Outside Europe, we also have
a goal to accomplish: to protect
our borders and to help the
victims of poverty, conflict and
disaster. Around the globe, the
EU will continue to champion
human rights. We will deploy all
our capacities to assist those in
need. In the wake of the Arab
spring, we refashioned our
approach to promote
democracy and prosperity
together with our neighbours.
We are also lending our
diplomatic efforts in leading
negotiations with Iran, and to
secure peace in the Middle East. 

I was born 15 years after the
second world war, in a Dutch
town 15 kilometres from the
German border. I have seen how
the EU brought reconciliation
and peace on the European
continent, how truly visionary
political leaders dismantled
borders and brought people
closer, while nurturing national
identities and cultural diversity. 

The EU has given me and
many other citizens a real sense
of freedom and of opportunity.
The task now is to keep that
sense alive and make it real 
for all. 

Vincent Piket is head of the 
Office of the European Union 
to Hong Kong and Macau

Peace prize strengthens
faith in the EU project 
Vincent Piket says the region will stand firm
against extremism despite its economic woes 


