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RECENT EVENTSIN China have horrified and appalled the
rest of the world, but they have a special importance for
the British Government which is due to hand over Hong
Kong to China in 1997. It now appears that Britain has no
intention of relaxing the immigration rules to allow the 3.5
million holders of Hong Kong British passports the right
of entry into Britain 'if things go wrong' after 1997. The
Hong Kong Chinese feel themselves isolated, frustrated
and helpless. There is talk of increased flexibility in the
interpretation of the regulations, but this appears to mean
that a few thousand rich or exceptionally well-qualified
people might be allowed to come to Britain-a divisively
discriminatory gesture. The plight of the Indian community
in Hong Kong (variously estimated at 5000 to 10 000) is
even more serious, as they would run the risk of becoming
stateless if they come under Chinese rule. It remains to be
seen whether reasons will be found for considering the
1984 agreement as invalid, with a consequent delaying of
the hand over.

Diplomats and journalists experienced in Chinese affairs
have found it difficult to explain the events leading to the
present situation, and impossible to predict the outcome.
A plausible, if partial, explanation is that under Deng
Xiao Ping, the Chinese Government failed to understand
that the substitution of a free-market economy for a
managed one would require the parallel development of
democracy. To some extent western politicians and
businessmen have been at fault. Embassy staff and trade
delegations have been shown the showpieces and success
stories in manufacture and technology but have not been
given an understanding of the social and political context
in which these advances have been made. Chinese officials
in Britain (and presumably in the West) have traditionally
been incurious about the western way of life, and have
tended to live apart from the host society.

The talented Indian author Vikram Seth, writing in
1981, made a penetrating comparison of the Chinese and
Indian systems of government, with a prophetic insight
into the weaknesses of the Chinese political system.' He
says: 'The Chinese Government, for all its quasi-democratic
propaganda, is not answerable to the people. A Govern-
ment official has a power over others that is almost immune
to attack. There are no courts for effective redress of even
blatantly unjust decisions by the party or state officials.
When I emerge battered and bleeding from some attempt
to get even the simplest information or permission or
explanation from some stonewalling government agency,
my Chinese friends assure me that it is far worse for them:
their jobs, income, housing and their children's future are
all under administrative control. How can they voice any

. protest?' He acknowledges that the Chinese have a far

better system of social care than does India, and that
attendance at school (in the Eastern provinces of China)
is practically universal for at least 5 years, whereas in
many parts of India this simply does not occur. Population
control has achieved some success in China, compared to
India, but the fact that 'we have an election every 5 years
means that the Government is afraid to undertake pro-
jects that are unpopular but beneficial in the long term;
the Chinese Government is not thus fettered. Yet the
same tightly controlled system that is such an advantage
in this case [i.e. social policies] has caused great damage
in other areas.' Vikram Seth goes on to describe the
strong tradition of obedience to established authority. 'As
a result, the most fearsome, almost irresistible, waves of
mania can sweep over the country. The Cultural Revolu-
tion is one example, in which not merely everything
foreign but everything that spoke of the Chinese past was
condemned, and if possible obliterated .... This is
something which is not likely to happen in the democracy,
however, halting, hypocritical and hopeless-that is
India.'

MIRA NAIR'S FILMSalaam Bombay has had a mixed recep-
tion in Britain but, unfortunately, seems unlikely to
achieve a showing in the big cinema chains. It shows an
aspect of life in Bombay, centered on the Grant Road
area, which is unlikely to be seen by the visitor. There are
interesting parallels with Fagin in Charles Dickens' Oliver
Twist. My impression is that its form may be too western
for Indian audiences, and too Indian (with its clumsy sub-
titling of the Hindi script) for western ones. In this context
it is interesting that if) 'Asian' households in Britain film
videos in Hindi are the most popular form of home enter-
tainment, and as a result non-Hindi speakers are learning
the language. In the very long term, this may have a unifying
influence.

IN THE RECENTelection for 42 members of the General
Medical Council, there was a record number of 17 Indian
graduate candidates, largely due to the enthusiasm and
support of the current chairman of the Overseas Doctors'
Association, Dr Sriramashetty Venugopal. The results of
the election are awaited with interest.
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