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Protesters square 
off with police 
amid clouds of 

tear gas outside 
the government 
headquarters in 

central Hong Kong 
on June 12
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about visiting again anytime soon.”
In other words, the contest for Hong 

Kong reflects the stakes for the larger 
world that China seeks to lead.

The rise of Beijing has been the major 
global story of the new century. But the 
very breadth of that ascent and the bland 
labels of the areas where it has edged to-
ward  dominance—trade, infrastructure, 
finance, tech—have served to mask the 
nature of the system China brings with 
it. That system is control.

On the mainland, the system appears 
to go unchallenged, because control is al-
most total and cast as conformity. Along 
with a surveillance state, China’s Commu-
nist Party has worked to impose a singu-
lar vision of Chinese identity in territories 
where diversity once thrived. In the far 
western province of Xinjiang, authorities 
have detained more than a million eth-
nic Uighurs and other Muslim  minorities 
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THE CROWDS 

WEREN’T JUST 

EQUIPPED 

FOR A STORM, 

THEY WERE 

COUNTING ON 

ONE. WHEN 

RAIN STARTED 

TO FALL ON THE
tens of thousands of mostly young peo-
ple amassed around Hong Kong’s legis-
lature on the morning of June 12, um-
brellas popped open with loud shouts of 
“Ga yau!”—a Cantonese cheer meaning 
“Add oil,” as to a fire. Within hours, the 
flimsy canopies were flipped sideways 
and turned into makeshift shields against 
tear gas and pepper spray fired by local 
police. They proved less reliable against 
rubber bullets, however, and might offer 
no protection at all against the authoritar-
ian forces that loom over the entire island. 

But the point was to try. 
The protests were hardly the first in 

the former British colony since it was 
handed over to China in 1997. The specter 
of greater control by communist author-
ities on the mainland had driven Hong 
Kongers onto the streets in 2003, 2012 
and 2014. But this time, the numbers were 
greater than ever before and the escalation 
carried at least the sense of a showdown. 

THE SPECIFIC ISSUE at hand was a bill 
that would allow the extradition of fu-
gitives to stand trial in mainland China. 
The legislation, fast-tracked by the city’s 
leadership, is widely seen as a threat to 
the unique freedoms this city of 7 million 
enjoys. Under the terms of the handover, 
Hong Kong has operated under a custom-
ized model called “one country, two sys-
tems,” which gave it a 50-year period of 
effective self-rule, even though it is part 
of China. Its history as a lucrative colonial 
port town left a liberal legacy unique in 
the People’s Republic.

Hong Kongers have long lived a freer, 
more cosmopolitan lifestyle than most 
Chinese, and prejudice against mainland-
ers is pervasive. Free speech and an inde-
pendent press are enshrined in the Basic 
Law that has governed the city since the 
handover. They’re proud of their distinct 
cuisine and language, speaking Canton-
ese rather than the Mandarin more com-
mon in greater China.

But critics fear that China’s encroach-
ment may bring an end to all that. Beijing 
might use the law to nab opponents and 
submit them to its notoriously opaque 
justice system, they say. The risk could 
extend beyond residents, even to visi-
tors who pass through the city’s tran-
sit hub. “If Hong Kong’s extradition bill 
becomes law,” says Sean King, a former 
U.S. diplomat in Asia and currently senior 
vice president for the consultancy firm 
Park Strategies, “I’d think very  carefully 
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in concentration camps where they are 
forced to adopt secular Chinese customs. 
In Tibet, the party is systematically eras-
ing a rich Buddhist heritage. President 
Xi Jinping has revived nationalism as a 
unifying force, in step with a rising tide 
of authoritarians around the globe that 
U.S. President Donald Trump has in many 
cases embraced.

Now it appears to be Hong Kong’s turn 
to feel the heat of a greater power forc-
ing it into conformity—but China’s freest 
city won’t give in without a fight. Hong 
Kong has a long history of mass dem-
onstrations. Significantly, just days be-
fore the protests erupted, it was host to 
one of the largest- ever vigils for the vic-
tims of Beijing’s bloody 1989 crackdown 

△
Demonstrators overturn metal barriers 

on June 10, as protests against the 
extradition law turn violent

VIEWPOINT

WHAT FREEDOM IS WORTH 
By Joshua Wong

IN DECEMBER 2014, DURING THE 
final days of the Umbrella Move-
ment, prominent signs proclaiming 
WE’LL BE BACK sprang up along Har-
court Road, one of the three major 
thruways occupied by peaceful pro- 
democracy protesters for nearly three 
months. The protest did not achieve its 
objective of genuine universal voting to 
elect our chief executive, but it awoke 
a generation of Hong Kongers to resist 
Beijing’s interference and showed the 
potential of civil disobedience.

That promise was fulfilled when 
more than 1 million took to the streets 
against an amendment that would allow 
Beijing to request extradition of any 
individual from Hong Kong. The chief 
executive would have the final say, but 
since he or she is handpicked by the 
Chinese government, we have every 
reason to be troubled. Yet the peace-
ful march on June 9 failed to change 
Mrs. Lam’s unwavering mind, forcing 
protesters to take the next step. I was 
deeply moved when I saw on television 
protesters resisting authorities to retake 
Harcourt Road. Five years ago, I had 
been temporarily detained at the police 
station when the exact same thing hap-
pened. I have missed the action again 
but in a different place: the Lai Chi Kok 
Reception Centre. As a student leader of 
the Umbrella Movement, I am serving 
my third sentence in prison.

Here, information about the out-
side world can be limited, but I take 
every opportunity to follow the news 
on television or in newspapers. The 
hygiene conditions are poor, and there 
is nothing else with which to clean my 
table other than toothpaste. On these 
rainiest summer days, the extreme 
heat is so unbearable that turning 
the fan on seems only to make things 
worse. I share a cell with five other 
inmates with almost no privacy, and 
only a squat toilet. The moment I most 
look forward to every day is when the 
two friends or family members come 
to visit; I see them through a glass bar-
rier and speak through a telephone.

My lack of freedom today is a price 

I knew I would have to pay for the city 
I love. In the five years since the Um-
brella Movement, but especially since 
2017, when Mrs. Lam took office, our 
autonomy has further deteriorated: 
more opposition candidates deemed 
unacceptable by Beijing are barred 
from running for elected office; the 
pro- independence Hong Kong Na-
tional Party is completely outlawed; a 
National Anthem Ordinance was pro-
posed that would criminalize individ-
uals who disrespect “March of the Vol-
unteers.” China is dead set on making 
Hong Kong more like it. Not taking a 
stance will mean less freedom for all.

“Those who make peaceful revo-
lution impossible,” President John F. 
Kennedy once said, “will make violent 
revolution inevitable.” While I continue 
to believe nonviolent resistance is the 
best way to safeguard our way of life, 
China and its puppet government in 
Hong Kong ought to be responsible for 
the escalation of the present crisis. And 
it is not an isolated case. Beijing’s impe-
rial reach extends far and wide, from 
Taiwan and Xinjiang to the South China 
Sea and beyond. However this ends, 
our city will never be the same again.

As American security and business 
interests are also jeopardized by pos-
sible extradition arrangements with 
China, I believe the time is ripe for 
Washington to re-evaluate the U.S.–
Hong Kong Policy Act of 1992, which 
governs relations between the two 
places. I also urge Congress to consider 
the Hong Kong Human Rights and De-
mocracy Act. The rest of the interna-
tional community should make similar 
efforts. A victory for Beijing is a vic-
tory for authoritarianism everywhere. 
Keeping an eye on this place sends an 
important message to Chinese authori-
ties that democracy, not authoritari-
anism, is the way of the future. It also 
keeps our hopes alive knowing that we 
are not fighting alone. 

Wong, who wrote this essay from jail, is 
secretary-general of the pro-democracy 
party Demosisto
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on  democracy activists at Tiananmen 
Square. It’s the only place on Chinese soil 
where the massacre is openly commem-
orated, while government censors try to 
wipe it from mainland memory. The spirit 
of the protests snuffed out 30 years before 
helped inflame the demonstrations seen 
in Hong Kong.

“We’re furious, we’re angry, some of us 
are afraid—but we’re here anyway,” says 
Laurie Wen, a 48-year-old writer who 
joined this month’s protests. “The thing 
that infuriates us the most is pointing to 
the sky during the day and calling it night.”

HONG KONG’S FRESH WAVE of civil dis-
obedience began with a murder. In Febru-
ary 2018, a pregnant 20-year-old woman 
from Hong Kong was killed by her boy-
friend during a trip to Taiwan. The sus-
pect, Chan Tong-kai, then 19, flew back 
to Hong Kong and has since been jailed 
for lesser crimes. Unable to prosecute the 
Hong Kong resident for a murder beyond 
the city’s jurisdiction and without legal 
grounds to send him to Taiwan, the city’s 
chief executive, Carrie Lam, pushed for a 
bill that would allow Chan to be extradited.

But the legislation raised alarm bells. 
Hong Kong’s courts and Lam would have 
the authority to transfer suspects to juris-
dictions with which the territory has no ex-
tradition  agreement—not just Taiwan but 
also mainland China. This presents a threat 
not just to criminals but potentially to any-
one whose behavior offends the Commu-
nist Party leadership, from human-rights 
advocates to business executives.

That helps explain why an unusually 
diverse assemblage of lawyers, students, 
stay-at-home moms, business people 
and others joined the protests against 
what they see as an existential assault on 
their rights. On Sunday, June 9, a two-
mile stretch of a central avenue was filled 
with column after column of protesters in 
a uniform of plain white T-shirts. From 
above, the mass of slow-moving city 
dwellers looked like a giant snake slid-
ing through a forest of skyscrapers and 
wrapping its jaws around Hong Kong’s 
legislative headquarters. 

If the estimates are even close to ac-
curate, the march was the largest pro-
test in the city’s history; organizers say 
more than a million people—one-seventh 
of the  population—flooded the streets 
with chants of “No extradition to 

China!” and “Carrie Lam, step down!”
The reality is, China already feels em-

powered to grab its adversaries from 
Hong Kong soil. In 2015, five book sellers 
peddling salacious volumes about main-
land politics disappeared; all five even-
tually resurfaced in China. In 2017, a 
Chinese tycoon was abducted by secret 
police from one of the city’s luxury ho-
tels. But the extradition bill would render 
what are now noteworthy exceptions into 
something entirely routine; if the option 
to legally extradite people is on the table, 
Beijing will use it, critics say. 

Chinese officials have spoken out in 
full support of the legislation, but Lam 
steadfastly denies that the amendments 
were Beijing’s idea. “This bill was not ini-
tiated by the central people’s government. 
I have not received any instruction or 
mandate from Beijing,” Lam told report-
ers at a press conference on June 10. “We 
were doing it, and we are still doing it, out 
of our clear conscience and our commit-
ment to Hong Kong.”

Though Lam’s critics describe her as a 
“puppet” of the mainland, her protests il-
lustrate the importance of maintaining at 
least the pretense of independence. The 
Hong Kong government is still haunted 
by the massive protests of 2003, which 
forced it to back down on national- 
security legislation outlawing sedition 
and criticism of the Chinese government. 
Scrapping the bill was perceived as an ad-
mission that the government knew it was 
wrong, and Lam is fearful a repeat would 
destroy both Beijing’s trust in her loy-
alty and her legitimacy at home. The last 
time Hong Kongers took to the street in 
great numbers, in the 2014 student-led 
occupation of the financial district that 
became known as the Umbrella Move-
ment, the authorities here and in Beijing 
refused to grant concessions. Many stu-
dent leaders were jailed, and some re-
main behind bars. If Lam gives in now, 
Hong Kong will have proved that throngs 
in the street still have currency in the 
final free enclave of China.

This time, unlike in 2014, the pro-
tests have taken on a more violent tenor. 
On the streets, clashes broke out after 
some demonstrators hurled bricks and 
bottles at police. The first clouds of tear 
gas exploded into the crowds just be-
fore 4 p.m. on June 12, sending panicked 
protesters and journalists fleeing for the 

safety of malls and parking garages. But 
the  demonstrators are defiant, vowing to 
defy the government until the legislation 
is dead in the water.

The business and diplomatic com-
munities have answered the call to sup-
port them. More than 100 local busi-
nesses committed to joining a labor strike 
on June 12—an extremely rare event in 
Hong Kong—fearing the law could even 
endanger investors and government em-
ployees transiting through Hong Kong. 
The government has already shown it-
self willing to punish private companies 
for offending Beijing; last year, Financial 
Times journalist Victor Mallet was denied 
a working visa after chairing a talk by a 
pro-independence activist.

Protest leaders have shown no sign of 
backing down. “We ask everyone to con-
tinue staying here to support the demon-
stration,” Claudia Mo, a lawmaker with 
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the pro-democracy Civic Party yelled to 
cheering crowds shortly before they were 
dispersed. “During Occupy Central in 
2014, we said, ‘We will be back.’ Today, 
we say, ‘We are back!’ ”

THE RIFT between Beijing and Hong 
Kong has now been widening for 22 
years, and every attempt by the central 
government to bring Hong Kong further 
into its fold has triggered panic and pro-
test. This in turn has deepened Beijing’s 
distrust of Hong Kong, which it sees as 
disloyal and subject to foreign interfer-
ence. News about the latest protests is 
being heavily censored in China, where 
state- controlled newspapers have blamed 
the unrest on “foreign forces” meddling 
in Hong Kong’s affairs—but experts say 
it is China’s own interference that may 
be further alienating its rogue territory. 

“By forcing the issue in such an 

 aggressive and abrupt way,” says James 
 Millward, a professor of history at 
Georgetown University, “China can ac-
tually be creating a population in Hong 
Kong that will dig in and actually rede-
fine itself in opposition to the mainland 
even more than it has so far.”

That risks putting the two sides on a 
more overt collision course. At best, more 
sustained opposition to Beijing will lead 
to political deadlock. At worst, it could 
lead to punishment in whatever form it 
deems fit. Beijing’s tolerance of Hong 
Kong ultimately comes down to a cost-
benefit analysis, and the city may be be-
coming more trouble than it’s worth. In 
1993, four years before the handover, the 
coastal enclave was China’s cash cow—a 

financial gateway between East and West. 
At the time, the city accounted for roughly 
27% of China’s GDP. But 26 years later, the 
mainland is awash in mercantile centers 
made in its own image and Hong Kong 
accounts for only about 2.9% of the Chi-
nese economy. 

“Uncomfortably for Hong Kongers, 
and everyone who loves Hong Kong, 
the city finds itself on the front lines of 
a global battle between a resurgent Chi-
nese Communist Party and a world that 
adheres to liberal democratic values,” 
says Ben Bland, director of the South-
east Asia Project at the Lowy Institute 
and author of Generation HK: Seeking 
Identity in China’s Shadow. “The sys-
tems maintained by these two blocs are 
incompatible when pressed up against 
each other.”

Hong Kong’s freedoms currently allow 
it to fight back in ways that other parts of 
China can’t, but for how long? The state is 
becoming only more pervasive.  Xinjiang 
is seen by many as a laboratory for wider 
application of invasive surveillance. 
Human- rights groups have reported po-
lice methods for harvesting data from 
Xinjiang residents from phones and ID 
cards and using it to track and detain sup-
posed threats to public order. “Many peo-
ple think that Hong Kong may be the next 
place where it gets rolled out,” says Mill-
ward of Georgetown. In the meantime, 
the memory of Tiananmen—where pub-
lic protest was ultimately met with tanks 
and  fusillades—is as vivid as it is chilling 
in Hong Kong.

Like many youths who joined the lat-
est protests, high school student Rachel 
Liu grew up in a political state scheduled 
to expire within her lifetime. At 15 years 
old, she’s tasted the freedom that Hong 
Kong offers and is afraid of the change 
an increasingly authoritarian Beijing will 
bring to the only home she knows. “There 
are so many officials in China, and they 
have so much power,” she said. “Even if 
this amendment doesn’t pass, there will 
be other amendments, other laws in the 
future that will bring Hong Kong more 
and more under China’s control. There’s 
nothing more important than this move-
ment right now.” —With   reporting by 
LAIGNEE BARRON, ARIA CHEN, AMY 
GUNIA,  ABHISHYANT  KIDANGOOR and 
HILLARY LEUNG/HONG KONG and 
 CHARLIE CAMPBELL/SHANGHAI  □

△
Protesters react after police fire 

tear gas at a rally against an 
extradition bill on June 12
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