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A note about ‘Two Systems’

Abstract
The poem’s title refers to ‘one country, two systems’, the principle that Hong Kong’s capitalist way of life
should remain unchanged for 50 years following its return to China on 1 July, 1997. The former British colony
is currently a third of the way through this limbo-like phase, in which it supposedly enjoys a ‘high degree of
autonomy’ from China’s socialist system, as the countdown ticks ever closer to 2047. In the early summer of
2014, just as I was working on this poem, Beijing released a white paper that aroused widespread concern in
Hong Kong. Many there interpreted it as yet another sign of the mainland seeking to interfere in the SAR’s
domestic affairs – including, for example, the suggestion that its judges should show fealty to Beijing.
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A note about ‘Two Systems’

Sarah Howe 

The poem’s title refers to ‘one country, two systems’, the principle that 
Hong Kong’s capitalist way of life should remain unchanged for 50 
years following its return to China on 1 July, 1997. The former British 
colony is currently a third of the way through this limbo-like phase, in 
which it supposedly enjoys a ‘high degree of autonomy’ from China’s 
socialist system, as the countdown ticks ever closer to 2047. In the 
early summer of 2014, just as I was working on this poem, Beijing 
released a white paper that aroused widespread concern in Hong Kong. 
Many there interpreted it as yet another sign of the mainland seeking 
to interfere in the SAR’s domestic affairs – including, for example, the 
suggestion that its judges should show fealty to Beijing.

During the 1980s, preparations for the handover in 1997 
included London and Beijing negotiating the document that would 
become the ‘Basic Law of the Hong Kong Special Administrative 
Region’, the new Hong Kong’s constitution. In reading through and 
about the Hong Kong Basic Law, I couldn’t stop thinking about its 
nature as a sort of self-deconstructing text – self-destructing even to 
the point that it enshrines within itself the date of its own undoing. 

The text’s self-destruction reminded me of the ‘erasure poem,’ a 
form which has been popular among Western avant garde writers since 
the 1960s. One famous example is Ronald Johnson’s Radi Os (1977), 
which erases most of the words in Milton’s Paradise Lost to create a new, 
surprisingly affecting, work out of the earlier poem’s rubble.



250

Howe 

It was satisfying, in a childlike-way, to set about these pages 
from the Basic Law with Photoshop’s eraser tool. I imagined myself 
releasing their anarchic, subversive, gloriously vulgar undersongs. I was 
delighted to find, in amongst the nonsense, touches of sense emerging: 
allusions to the current unrest about Hong Kong’s path to universal 
suffrage (‘Power to the People’), or, more subtly, to its colonial past. 
(I found myself writing about a hapless character called ‘Reg’, whose 
name is an irreverent nod to the ‘Regina vs X’ formula of English law: 
a sort of cut-down Crown). I chose the pages either side of the anti-
subversion law (article 23), because in 2003 it caused huge protests in 
defence of freedom of speech and the press. By the poem’s final page 
– which seeks to define a ‘Hong Kong resident’ – hardly anything is 
left, except that haunting date: 2047.

Notes

Sarah Howe is a Research Fellow at Gonville and Caius College, University of 
Cambridge. Her debut pamphlet of poems, A Certain Chinese Encyclopedia, 
was published in 2009. She won an Eric Gregory Award from the Society 
of Authors in 2010. Her first full collection is forthcoming from Chatto & 
Windus in 2015 (slh50@cam.ac.uk).
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