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INTRODUCTION
Ho-fung Hung is the Henry M. and Elizabeth P. Wiesenfeld Professor in Political Economy in the
Krieger School of Arts and Sciences and in the Nitze School of Advanced International Studies at
the Johns Hopkins University. He is the author of the award-winning Protest with Chinese
Characteristics (2011) and The China Boom: Why China Will not Rule the World (2016). His articles
have appeared in the New Left Review, The Jacobin, Catalyst, American Journal of Sociology, the
American Sociological Review, Development and Change, Review of International Political
Economy, Asian Survey, and elsewhere, and have been translated into nine different languages.
His analyses of the Chinese political economy and Hong Kong politics have been featured or cited
in The New York Times, The Financial Times, The Wall Street Journal, Bloomberg News, BBC
News, The Guardian, Die Presse (Austria), Folha de S. Paulo (Brazil), The Straits Times
(Singapore), The South China Morning Post (Hong Kong), Xinhua Monthly (China), and People’s
Daily (China), among other publications.

WHY DO I CARE?
On June 16th 2019, an estimated 2 million people took to the streets to protest the handling of a
proposed extradition bill by the Hong Kong government and its Chief Executive Carrie Lam. This
followed two massive demonstrations against the bill earlier in the month, including one where
police used pepper spray and tear gas against protesters. The controversial bill would allow Hong
Kong to extradite to the mainland those accused of crimes under the People’s Republic of China’s
Communist Party-led legal system. While Carrie Lam has suspended the bill, she has refused to
withdraw it.
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What do the protests mean for the
future of Hong Kong? What do they
say about Hong Kong’s relationship
with the mainland?

The guerrilla street battle on June 12 shows that they are
more courageous, agile, and spontaneous than the Umbrella
occupiers. They are the new antibody of Hong Kong society
against Beijing’s encroachment. These two factors will
continue shaping the course of conflict between Hong Kong
society and Beijing in the years to come. — Ho-Fung Hung

I first reached out to Ho-Fung on
account of some interviews he gave
regarding the protests in Hong Kong. As I’ve done a bit more research into his work, it is obvious
to me that Hong Kong is not the only area where he can speak competently. In fact, his work seems
to focus on China’s political economy with a keen eye towards its future trajectory as both a
legitimate and functioning domestic system and force in international relations.
My interest in China began as a result of my astonishment over what appears by all counts to be
the greatest confluence of bubbles (real estate, investment, credit, etc.) in history. What’s more,
speculative bubbles imply that there are price excesses, but China is fundamentally communist;
the government owns the rights to all the land and its potential purvey over national companies
seems boundless. Therefore, as I began to spend ever more time delving into the country’s history,
its systems, and cultural practices, my revealed ignorance about such a huge part of the world
eventually came to sustain my interests.
I would like to devote my time with Ho-Fung today by first educating myself and the audience about
the particulars of the Hong Kong’s political situation (e.g. what is deeply behind the protests?), how
it translates into the larger narrative of China’s rise, and what it means for political stability in the
region over the next few years and even decades.

HONG KONG
Introduction to the Protests — Q: Could you give our listeners who may not have any idea about

what has been transpiring in Hong Kong — other than that there have been mass protests over some
new extradition law — a sense of how and why this all started?
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The Extradition Amendment — Q: From a practical, economic standpoint, what effect would such
an amendment, were it ever to pass, have on Hong-Kong’s trading relationship with western countries
and how would it impact its status as a major financial hub in Asia? Q: What are some of the ways in
which Hong Kong has special status with American banks and businesses that the mainland does not
(e.g. specifics)?

First-hand Knowledge — Q: When was the last time you were in the country? Q: How is this story
playing in China at the moment? Q: How do you think it impacts Xi ahead of the G20 trade summit?
Democratic Culture — As I understand it, the last major Hong Kong protests in 2014 sought to have
voters pick Hong Kong’s leaders instead of Beijing. There seems to be a strong, democratic culture in
Hong Kong. Q: Does this culture originate from its previous status as a British colony/territory?

Absence of Public Debate — Q: Was there any willingness by the government in Hong Kong to
engage in a fact-based debate with the public over its proposed amendment? Q: What was the
debate like before the protests broke out?
Guerilla, Political Counter-culture — I’ve heard you describe the protests in Hong Kong as being
“more guerilla” this time around. Q: What did you mean by that? Q: Is the social infrastructure behind
the protests going underground in a way that’s going to make it more durable and difficult to suppress
or root out going forward?

Role of Technology — Q: How important a role have secure messaging apps played in helping to
organize such large protests (est. at 2 million people!)? Q: Are Hong Kong’s citizens less constrained
by the surveillance state (both technically and institutionally) than their fellow mainlanders?

Leaderless Movement — We often see leaderless movements like Occupy Wall Street, Black Lives
Matter, the Tea Party, the Yellow Vests, etc., emerge in western countries. Q: Is there a similar dynamic
in Hong Kong? Q: Do the Chinese (Hongkongers and Mainlanders) organize in similar ways or is clear
leadership expressed in one person or a series of people more important for them?

Beijing Involvement — You have say that “Without Beijing’s backing Carrie Lam would not have
pushed for the bill in this aggressive way,” and that her more recent remarks were merely “face-
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saving" for Beijing. Q: Was this bill directed by Beijing,
and if so, was it something that had long-been in the
works or did something spark it? Q: Is Beijing going to
replace Carrie Lam? Q: If so, when, and when can we
expect to see Chinese leaders try and push through
similar measures again? Q: Will measures be presented
under a different guise and what might that be?
Caught by Surprise —You have said that Beijing likely
believed it had succeeded in dismantling the “most
active core of Hong Kong civil society" in a crackdown
following the so-called 2014 Umbrella Revolution. Q: Do
you believe that the scale of the recent protests caught
Beijing by surprise?

Hong Kong Citizen Ambitions —Q: What does the scale of the protests suggest about the
political ambitions of Hong Kong’s citizens, as well as their notions of autonomy?
Misalignment of Expectations — Since the handover in 1997 from the British, Hong Kong has
maintained a semi-autonomous status, which has allowed it to have its own, independent justice
apparatus. That status is set to expire in 2047. Q: Is there a misalignment of expectations on the
parts of the Chinese leadership and the citizens of Hong Kong?
Renegotiate Closer to 2047 — Q: Do the Chinese expect that Hong Kong will fully integrate its
system into that of mainland China and do Kong Kong’s citizens imagine the opposite, that they
will be able to renegotiate terms in their favor as they approach the deadline?
Defeat for Beijing — Q: Is this being seen as a “defeat for Beijing?” (internally and externally) Q:
What is the significance of this? Q: Is Beijing concerned about how this is playing out in the
international press? Q: What impact could this have on the G20 trade summit between Donald
Trump and Xi Jinping?
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Hong Kong Over-the-Decades — Q: How has Hong Kong
change over the last few decades?
Future of Hong Kong — Hong Kong is a multicultural
center. It is arguably the greatest metropolis of the east. We
have lost many such centers over the millennia. Q: Are we
eventually going to lose this one as well?
Independent Judiciary & Common Law — Q: How
important is the autonomy of the judiciary and common law
to the people of Hong Kong?
Four-for-Four — Carrie Lam is the fourth Chief Executive
that may end up not serving out a second term. The first chief
executive, C.H. Tung, stepped down for health reasons; the
second, Donald Tsang, ended up in jail; his successor, C.Y.
Leung, was denied re-election; and now Lam finds her
legitimacy being questioned amid this current crisis. Q: What
kind of commentary is this on the adequacy or inadequacy of
Hong Kong institutions?
Optimism vs. Pessimism — We have seen how committed governments are able to push through
unpopular reforms by the sheer inertia of opposition over time. The government can apply
prolonged pressure, while protestors eventually have to get back to work. Q: Why should we have
any hope that Hong Kong’s citizenry will manage to resist pressure from Beijing and manage to
maintain or even expand their political autonomy?
Other Civil Issues — Q: What are the other big issues besides this amendment that have people
worried, but that perhaps are not as glamorous to the international press?
Umbrella Movement — Q: How important was the umbrella movement in creating the cultural and
socio-political foundation for the uprisings that we are now seeing only 5 years later?
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Generational Differences — Q: How much of this is a generational thing, where the protestors
are too young to remember Tiananmen and the fragile conditions of the peace that came out of
that between the CCP and the people?
Taiwan — Q: What impact did this have across the water in Taiwan?
In China — Q: What if the Chinese mainland citizens ever decided to pretest like in Hong Kong?
Q: What would Chinese leaders be prepared to do? Q: How far would they go?

CHINA
Chinese Leadership — Q: Why do you think that China will not be the leader of the world anytime
soon, which was the premise of your book?
Socialist Market Economy with Chinese Characteristics — Something you have said that I found
peculiarly revealing about China is that Chinese book publishers didn’t have any problem keeping
controversial things (e.g. References to the Tiananmen protests) in your book but did systematically
change references of “Chinese capitalism” or “capitalism in China” to “Socialist Market Economy with
Chinese Characteristics.” Q: What does this tell us about how Chinese leaders see themselves and
their country? Q: How does China’s system differ from western capitalism in ways that perhaps, most
Americans don’t realize?
No Private Property — Q: Do you believe that China will eventually have to allow private property if
it wants to stem the long-term expatriation of capital by the country’s emerging upper-class to countries
that allow for private property ownership and thus generational inheritance?
Importance of Labor — Q: How important has cheap labor been to China’s development and how is
the emergence of a growing middle-class and technologies of automation changing that?
Labor Transformation through Consumption — Q: Why is a reorientation of the population from
being a source of inputs (labor) for building investment to sources of demand (consumers) for outputs
important in China today? Q: Will China manage the transition in a centrally planned way?
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Consumption vs. Investment: Divergent Interests — Q: How powerful is the industrial lobby and
industrial interests in China? Q: Are they preventing the economy from transitioning to a consumer-led
growth model where labor gets a larger share of the profits?
FOREX, Debt, & the RMB-USD Peg — Access to foreign exchange diminished after the 2008 crisis,
as a result of the drop in exports, which was offset by a dramatic rise in domestic debt. Q: How big of
a problem is the rising debt and
the malinvestment that has Hong Kong’s political system is designed to produce failure. A
accompanied it? Q: Are you 1,200-member Election Committee, many of whom have close
concerned with the stability of ties to Beijing, chooses the chief executive. The committee is
the Renminbi-Dollar peg amid supposed to represent the city of 7.5 million. It does not. The gap
dwindling foreign exchange between the administration and most of Hong Kong’s people has
reserves? Q: How is the trade widened since Chinese rule began. — Mark L. Clifford
war impacting this?
Belt and Road Initiative — Q: Is China’s need to find new opportunities to deploy domestic capital
what is partly behind the “One Belt One Road Initiative,” which is how Chinese leaders intend to secure
their foreign direct investments?
Long Deflation or Big Bang? — I’ve heard you say that the Chinese leadership is terrified of a
experiencing a “Schumpeterian-like creative destruction” in the wake of their massive debt
accumulation cycle. Q: How do you think this will play out? Will the party manage a long deflation like
what we have seen in Japan post 1989?
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