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A great purge has been going on in Hong Kong. A total of 153 persons have been
prosecuted under Beijing’s National Security Law (NSL), imposed on Hong Kong last
July.1 The threat from Beijing has prompted many organisations to disband. Between
January and the end of September 2021, 49 organisations chose to disband in the face
of threats or possible repression.2 This includes political opposition, large and small
trade unions, student organisations, NGOs, churches and their affiliates, and media
organisations. 

It is not just about Hong Kong

On 11th September, the PTU (Professional Teachers’ Union) voted to disband. This
was followed by the CTU (Confederation of Trade Unions) on the 3rd of October. 
The present crackdown is meant to be a great purge to crush civil society, including
freedom of speech, civil associations such as trade unions and student unions, and
also a cultural purge with the purpose of controlling the thought and the soul of the
people. No wonder that the Hong Kong government, after making civil servants
pledge an oath of loyalty, is now trying to make the teachers do the same thing. This
is on top of its long-time policy of trying to replace Cantonese as the teaching
medium for the subject of Chinese language with Mandarin. From enjoying the
freedom to create, the cultural sector now suddenly finds itself at the mercy of
censorship and harassment, to the extent that even viewing documentaries about the
2019 revolt in the communities is a chargeable offence. 

If a “free market” Hong Kong was still worth defending by working people there, it
was because the city also housed a vibrant variety of local social movements, even if
they were still at an infant stage. In just one year this public space was destroyed by
Beijing. 

The great purge here is not just about Hong Kong. The intertwining of Hong Kong
and Mainland civil society suggests that what happens in the former also has deep
repercussions in the latter. The most recent toll was the Hong Kong Alliance in
Support of Patriotic Democratic Movements of China, most hated by Beijing for its
continuous support of the Mainland democratic movement by Hong Kong people. For
more than three decades it held a June Fourth memorial in the city, making it the only
place in China to be able to commemorate the tragic crackdown, until last year when
the memorial was banned. This was followed by harassment of the Alliance by the
authorities, before the Alliance was forced to disband on Monday, 25th September. 

There is a sector of civil organizations which have been disbanding or de-activating
themselves in the past two years that have rarely been noticed. This sector is made up
of Hong Kong organisations which have been supporting China’s civil society, from
lending a hand to persecuted mainland lawyers to supporting labour activism. They

1 � 至今   153   人被指危國安拘捕　兩個被捕普通市民：沒想過成「一小撮人」
2 《解散香港》 
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are among the first victims of Beijing’s crackdown, but this is usually underreported.
For thirty years, these Hong Kong groups (self-help groups and networks, NGOs,
covering a wide spectrum of areas from environment, labour, gender to community
works) have been crucial in bringing the practices of civil self-organising to the
mainland.  

I am more familiar with the situation of those Hong Kong groups which have
committed themselves to supporting China labour activism. Since the turn of the
century, around ten Hong Kong groups have been working in this field. Most ran
community or labour centres in the Pearl River Delta, others chose to support
mainland partners instead, or both. At first, they were tolerated by local authorities,
and some were even able to have a low-profile collaboration with local offices of the
ACFTU. But that did not last. Now, with a more and more hostile environment in the
Mainland, most Hong Kong organisations there have had their registration in the
Mainland cancelled. After the enactment of the Hong Kong National Security Law
some even had to “voluntarily” cancel their Hong Kong registration as well. 

But their demise had already begun in 2015, when, on the 9th of July, the Mainland
authority began to round up nearly three hundred lawyers who had helped with
weiquan (defending the legitimate rights of the underclass or dissidents). Around the
same time, two dozen labour rights advocates were also arrested. In three years,
another wave of arrests took place, this time mainly targeting the students who had
come out en masse to support the workers at the Shenzhen Jasic Technology Co. to
organize. In the course of this the authorities also arrested staff working for labour
groups founded by Hong Kong citizens, although they were not involved in the Jasic
struggle. Since then, these groups experienced harassment and most of them either
ceased operation or had to cut down significantly. For the few which remained, it has
been increasingly difficult. This was the beginning of the end for Hong Kong groups
supporting Chinese labour. With the enactment of the National Security Law some of
the groups began to worry about their presence in Hong Kong as well, especially
when party media, as usual, not only condemned organisations which received US
funding but also for the first time named European organisations which contributed
developmental funding to Hong Kong groups, from trade unions to church groups.
Hence some of them also disbanded themselves. 

With the death of Hong Kong, the downfall of Chinese new-born civil society is
almost certain, for the present  at least. One may ask if this was precisely Beijing’s
aim in the first place?

A handful of people holding the line

Under the crushing blow from Beijing, the opposition and civil society have
necessarily turned to a defensive position to minimize further losses. This is a time of
tactical retreat. Sometimes one must sacrifice the knights in order to save the queen.
The problem, however, is whether the retreat is an orderly or a chaotic one, dominated
by panic and resulting in the complete annihilation of one’s forces. Recent events
make one increasingly worry that things may go in this direction. Yet the current
repression has also tested those who still have the will to resist, even if their resistance
is more of a symbolic and moral nature. 
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The disbandment of the PTU– the largest union in Hong Kong – represents the most
controversial way to retreat. Technically the motion to disband was eventually
decided by a democratic vote by delegates of members. Yet prior to this the
leadership had already decided that the union would be and should be disbanded in
the face of verbal threats from some “middleman” on behalf of Beijing (the PTU had
made this public). In order to achieve this goal, the leadership rushed to change the
charter of the union so that instead of requiring a two thirds majority of all members
to consent to the disbandment, it now only required a meeting of delegates to make it
happen. In the end, instead of allowing nearly a hundred thousand members to vote on
the leadership’s motion or to observe the meeting if any of them choose to, only 140
delegates voted, with 132 in favour, 6 against and 2 abstentions. 

The main argument put forward by the leadership to disband the union with such
haste and manipulations was the “disbandment in exchange for leniency” argument.
Ironically, even when the leadership made public its decision, party media
immediately made it clear that even if the union disbanded, Beijing would continue to
go after the unionists. 

One more word about Beijing’s “middlemen”. Their task is to befriending and then
co-opting anyone who has some influence or is potentially dangerous to Beijing – this
is just one of the pillars of Beijing’s well known “tongzhan” (literally “united front”)
strategy. Not only its scale in Hong Kong is un-imaginarily huge and long-time, but it
is also very meticulous, often tailor-made, to suit the person. Beijing “middlemen”
first build up friendship with you, find out what interests you most (not necessarily
money), and then offer you help which you cannot resist. The person who is being
approached would then be on a slippery slope without being fully aware of it. Even in
cases where this does not work, the regime can still manipulate the person by all kinds
of threats and blackmail. This is probably one of the reasons why today, among most
Hong Kong democratic mass organisations and parties, one can always find some
leading figures whose words and deeds are so identical to those Beijing supporters. 

But there are also people who are incorruptible. The way the Hong Kong Alliance in
Support of Patriotic Democratic Movements (HKA for short) was disbanded proved
to be a bit more uplifting. On the surface it followed a similar pattern to the PTU, but
at the stage of deliberation by the leadership there was stronger objection to the
motion to disband – it was passed with a four to three narrow majority.3 The
opposition was led by Chow Hang-tung, a young barrister and activist. When it came
to the membership vote she had already been detained, but prior to the vote she wrote
a public appeal to the members asking them not to give in. She argued that the
“disbandment in exchange for leniency” tactic was flawed and that by refusing to
capitulate this would show the world the determination of the Hong Kong people to
keep the struggle alive. Her supporters lost the vote, but she and her comrades saved
the honour of the Hong Kong resistance. A lot of people look to her as a new symbol
of resistance. 

As for the CTU, there seems to have been no publicly visible opposition to the
suggestion to disband, only hearsay that the vice-chairperson was against it. The 3rd of
October convention passed the motion to disband by a 57 to 8 majority. In contrast to
the PTU, both the HKA and CTU allowed their members to have their legitimate right

3 � 支聯會傳常委會以一票之差通過解散 有待特別會員大會通過
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to vote. We understand how difficult it is to resist Beijing right now, but we also
salute the few who continue to stand up against it. 

A deep demoralisation has been unleashed because of the disbandment of mass
organisations. On the 7th of October, the Student Union of the Hong Kong Chinese
University, a very important, if not the most important, base for the student
movement, also disbanded. In less than a week, another affiliated college student
union also announced its dissolution. Strictly speaking, it was only the university that
was making things difficult for the student union (forcing it to disaffiliate from the
university), while the government had not yet taken it on. One sees no reason why it
should dissolve itself so speedily. 

Unlike previous cases of dissolution by civil organisations, this time the student
union’s disbandment drew criticism not only amongst students but also outsiders. The
most noticeable criticism came from the HKCU professor Dr. Chow Po Chung, who
is a well-known liberal scholar and was once active in the student union when he
studied there. On the same date as the HKCU student union’s announcement of
dissolution, on Facebook he questioned how according to the union’s charter the
leadership was not mandated to declare the disbandment, and that to disband it
required at least a full consultation with the members followed by a referendum. His
comment was met with hostility by some, who reminded him that he was not in a
position to make such criticism as he was not the one being targeted. Dr. Chow
responded with great decency by saying that he might not have been clear enough in
his post, and that he just wanted to reiterate that the decision of the leadership of the
student union has no legal effect on any student there who wished to revive the
student union in the future. In other words, his message was more about advising
those who wish to keep the union going. His message was soon heard. A month after
the student union’s announcement of its dissolution a student appealed to the Legal
Committee of the student union and persuaded it to rule that the charter gives no
power to the student union to disband itself and hence its decision was void.   

Beijing has destroyed the electoral system so much that the “reformed” legislature is
nothing but a puppet of Beijing – potential candidates are to be screened by the
National Security Law, not to mention that Beijing has wound the clock back so much
that the proportion of those directly elected was cut from half of the seats to merely 22
percent. In addition to this, Beijing has already used the new criteria of the National
Security Law to disqualify a number of local councillors. 

What is comical is that Beijing’s mouthpiece publicly told the Democratic Party to
run for election so as to add credibility to its puppet show. The Vice-chairperson of
the All-China Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese, Lu Wenduan, warned that
Beijing would consider the Democratic Party’s refusal to run as “confrontational”.4

This might be counterproductive, however, as even the conciliatory mainstream
Democrats have no wish to play the puppet show. 5

4《民主黨的死症與活路  23rd August, 2021, Mingpao. 

5 Han Dongfang, founder and executive of the China Labour Bulletin (CLB), is a well-known figure among 
international labour activists. He is based in Hong Kong but has rarely been a favourite of the media.Chinese 
citizen in 1989, Han first made his name when he was imprisoned by the Beijing government for his participation 

4

https://news.mingpao.com/ins/%E6%96%87%E6%91%98/article/20210823/s00022/1629633707944/%E6%B0%91%E4%B8%BB%E9%BB%A8%E7%9A%84%E6%AD%BB%E7%97%87%E8%88%87%E6%B4%BB%E8%B7%AF%EF%BC%88%E6%96%87-%E7%9B%A7%E6%96%87%E7%AB%AF%EF%BC%89


The Self-Defeating Strategy of Jaugaiking 

Without a doubt Beijing’s crackdown is very serious and the price to pay for any
resistance is high, although one must have a sense of proportion as well – it is still far
from the kind of repression that the Burmese military junta or Beijing in 1989 has
shown. Surely no one can force another person to be a martyr, against his or her own
will. A better choice of response is a “walking on two legs” strategy, which means
while understanding those who wish to avoid risks but also allowing those who wish
to resist, through non-violent means, the time and space to do what they want,
especially when the latter is entitled to such rights as stipulated in the charters of their
respective organisations. Too often, those who led organisations and wanted to be risk
free simply did not respect their own charters or went around them through
manipulation. 

While we should not be harsh on those students who announced the dissolution of
their unions without proper procedures, we should cast doubt on those experienced
leaders from the Democratic Party acted similarly. To a great extent this party has
more unique influence over the PTU and the HKA than any other opposition party
here. In the past ten years, there have been a lot of hearsay that this or that leader from
the Democratic Party/PTU/HKA has been co-opted by Beijing. Circumstantial
evidence also shows strange things going on among certain Democratic Party leaders.
There are no smoking guns, however. But we do not need to find them really. All we
have to do is to give a short review of the political strategy of the Democratic Party.
To its credit, it did not condemn the 2019 revolt as demanded by Beijing, rather it, to
some extent, went along with the rebellious youth, and now some of its leaders are in
jail because of this. Politically speaking, however, the line it has been pursuing since
the 1980s had long sowed the seeds of the speedy crumbling of Hong Kong’s social
movement today. This can be summed up with two Cantonese terms of theirs –
Jaugaiking （有偈傾）and doizyusin（袋住先）. The former literally means “we
can talk (with Beijing)”, from lobbying Beijing to give us universal suffrage to
persuading it to give us more directly elected seats in exchange for its failure to
honour its promise. The latter literally means “accepting whatever concession is
offered (by Beijing)”. 

For Jaugaiking and doizyusin to work it requires Beijing to send “middlemen” to
speak to the pan-democrat leaders or anyone who possesses certain influence. The
pan-democrat leaders saw this as a sign of their importance and had no awareness that
they might be co-opted. Thus, they agreed happily with Beijing that the
implementation for universal suffrage should be piecemeal and gradual. In 2010 the
Democratic Party accepted a political reform package from Beijing (partial
enlargement of the directly elected seats in the legislature), which was a typical action
of doizyusin. Yet this time it drew widespread criticism from the democratic camp
and this was also the moment when the Democratic Party began to lose support and
credibility. It was unaware of the fact that the failure of its compromise strategy had

in the founding of the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Federation (BWAF) in 1989. He was freed in 1992 and went 
to the US but ended up living in Hong Kong instead. 
Recently, however, he has appeared quite a few times in the media because of his surprising action – he announced
that he would run for the coming December legislature election if he could get nomination from his party – the 
Democratic Party. This is surprising because he would have be running alone as almost none of the leaders of the
oppositional yellow camp were bothering to run at all, including from his party. This is because  Han, 
however, stood up to announce that he was going to run if he got enough party-member nominations. He failed. 
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already been written on the wall. 

On the other hand, the youth have, to their credit, saved Hong Kong honour by
making a last fight. We should also remember the handful of democratic fighters like
Chow Hang-tung who put up a last and honourable fight, which will continue to
inspire future generations. 

The China-US Global Contest

Beijing has to finish off Hong Kong’s autonomy because this is dangerous to its
continuous monopoly of power and its appropriation of the wealth of the nation. A
second reason for Beijing is that through finishing Hong Kong it can also get rid of
the political influence from the US and UK to flex its muscle. Hong Kong thus also
becomes a battle field for the China-US global contest. 

At the height of the 2019 revolt, Mike Pence made a speech targeting Beijing, which
some consider to be a pronouncement of a new Cold War. I am hesitant to use the
term ‘new Cold War’, however. During the old Cold War there was literally hot war
going on in Asia, and the one who was in the offensive was the US empire, while the
Chinese and the Vietnamese were more on the defensive. Behind this offensive-
defensive dichotomy there was also the opposition between colonialism and anti-
colonialism. Anyone who was committed to democracy and self-determination for
oppressed nations would not have chosen neutral, let alone standing with the US. 

Today’s situation is very different. Beijing’s current contest with the US is not a
contest with imperialism per se, it is not meant to replace it with anything better. It is
a contest about who has the final say in dividing up the global value chain, a contest
which is profoundly unjust as well. Just take a look at what Chinese corporations are
doing around the world, their investment are the same as any imperialist or
exploitative regime, namely to pursuit the maximization of profit at the expense of the
earth and the working people.  

In trying to position oneself in the China-US contest people are debating about
China’s political regime. Some says China is an authoritarian regime, but this
description is not very satisfactory, because regular authoritarian regime is not
capable to assert such level of control over the whole population, from social,
economic to thought control. With such level of control it is tempting to say that
China is more totalitarian than authoritarian. Again, the term carries a strong
connotation of the old Cold War, although it seems that the term itself preceded the
Cold War. I think one of the difficulties lies in the fact that China is a bit of
everything. By some measurement it is a developing country, but by other
measurement it is an emerging imperialist country. On one hand it is the sweatshop of
the world, and by this it means its sweatshops could only get a small proportion of the
global value chain which is a typical case of dependent accumulation. On the other
hand the Chinese state is pouring huge amount of money to sponsor indigenous
innovation and is quite successful. It now also exhibits strong feature of self-reliant
accumulation. China is a collection of multiple contradictions. 

There is only one feature of the CCP which has been very consistent since 1949, and
that is its hostility towards working people enjoying freedom of the press and
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democratic rights, and its insistence of its divine right to brainwash the people. I once
had a chat with a Mainland dissident. He was detained for a month for his activity.
When he was released the secret police told him that “our party respect freedom of
thought and surely you can have your own thought, as long as you don’t voice it out”.
You see this is how they respect the freedom of thought. 

I think in the debate about China-US contest some focus too much on the merits or the
dis-merits of this state or that state, forgetting that as socialists we should always put
the people well-being as their utmost concern. Some people may hastily proclaim that
they do agree with this, and then they roll out articles showing Beijing’s performance
on economic betterment, for instance how far Beijing had eradicated poverty, or how
much labour laws have been passed, so on and so forth, to prove that, “oh thanks to
the CCP government the Chinese people’s well-being has been taken care of, hence it
further proves that the Chinese state is progressive while the US state is reactionary”.
And then they decided to support Beijing in this global contest for hegemony. But this
largely miss the point because, firstly, official figures are always misleading if not
outright false. Secondly, if one wants to know the real situation at the grassroots level
one need to learn what common people said and how they live their lives.
Unfortunately few people who supported Beijing in opposing the US rarely concern
about real people. 

Thirdly, I argue that, in China situation, the economic well-being of the working
people is a secondary criteria in relation to the criteria of people enjoying political
rights. I argue that whether the people enjoy political rights should be our paramount
criteria in accessing the Beijing regime. When the people have been denied such
rights, they literally lost everything, sooner or later. Under this situation, even when
they have reasonable income for the moment this could never be safe, the danger of
being appropriated once again by the state or by developers colluding with the party is
always there. Just look at the peasants in Mao’s era. Once they were allocated a plot
of land during the land reform in early 1950s, only to lose everything to the so called
commune in a few year. They only got back their land in 1980s, only to begin losing
them again in the current land grab, often led by local party officials. As for labour
rights, since the extermination of labour NGOs in 2015, the non-enforcement of
labour laws has also become more widespread, as the so called 996 labour dispute
showed. This denial of basic political right by the party state is enough for us to say
that the Chinese regime is totally unjust and it must be replaced by a democratic one,
and that the China-US contest should be judged in accordance to the people’s interest
of their historic fight for emancipation. 

Further on, the argument about “whether or not the US government and the Chinese
government are equally bad or equally strong” is also a false debate, because we don’t
need to prove the robber who robbed us is as bad as the other robber or as strong
before we can lock him up. Maybe Beijing is not as bad as Washington, and it is
definitely not as strong, but it is strong enough to crush its people, and it has been
doing so for decades, therefore, for real socialists who put the political and economic
wellbeing as their central concern, they should prioritise their own struggle for
emancipation above all else, and should only judge the China-US contest from their
own paramount struggle. 

In the west a lot of good people hate the US empire. But you do not need to support
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Beijing in order to express your anger against it as well, just like the Hong Kong
people, they don’t need to support Trump in order to express their anger against
Beijing. To the good people in the west, I will like to say that the Chinese party state
does not require your support, rather it is the Chinese people that requires your
support. But who are the “Chinese people”? The difficulties lies in the fact that you
don’t hear them much. You rarely bump into their genuine representatives in most of
the international civil societies meeting. Because real socialist activist, on top of being
banned to go abroad to speak their own minds, they are also constantly being hunted
down and put into jail. Unfortunately for those international Beijing supporters the
wellbeing of real Chinese people is rarely their own concern. Yet this voiceless-ness
of the Chinese people is the loudest cry in the world! If one has not heard of it it is
only because one’s ears had not turned to the right direction. Precisely because they
are voiceless, we should warn the whole world with our loudest voice so as to support
the Chinese people to get back their voices and be heard. 

Still occasionally the Chinese people do get heard. Some years ago certain online
media posted article about a possible China-US war, and then one follow up comment
had drawn a lot of attention. It said that Chinese people should support the war effort
by first calling on the members of the party’s politbureau to fight the war, and if they
can’t win the war then we sent the entire membership of the central committee to the
frontline, and then by all party members. In the end Chinese people will prevail. The
comment shows that there are people who know that in the current situation a China-
US war is not their war. The people have their own war to fight, a war to restore their
self-esteem and their political and economic rights to be free. 

8


