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      The
      annual Hong Kong
      Book Fair opened in mid-July 2025 at the Convention and Exhibition
      Centre, a shimmering landmark against the Victoria Harbour skyline,
      at the heart of Wan Chai. In the long shadow of the pandemic and
      the enforcement of the National Security Law in 2020, attendance at
      one of the world’s largest Chinese-language book-trade events has
      declined by nearly a sixth compared to the 2010s.footnote1 This year, the Book
      Fair’s organizer, the Hong Kong Trade Development Council
      (hktdc), reportedly barred three
      independent publishers from the event, which can account for more
      than half of their annual revenue. Nevertheless, the event still
      attracted 890,000 visitors, a significant portion of whom were
      tourists from the Chinese mainland. Travelling on short-term visas,
      many of them made a round trip within a day or two, just to acquire
      the latest copies of their favourite authors and bring them back to
      the other side of the border—depending on whether they could make
      it through customs checks.

      If the presence of mainland readers has been a
      familiar sight at the Book Fair for nearly two decades, what’s
      striking today is the youth of this cohort and how well informed
      they are. Upon arrival, most would skip the dense cluster of
      mainland publishers, quickly skim through the stands of mainstream
      Hong Kong houses such as the Commercial Press, Joint Publishing and
      Chung Hwa Book Company—commonly known as the ‘Three Sinos’ due to
      their shared origins in Sino United Publishing, now the largest
      player in Hong Kong’s book industry. Skirting the sellers of
      children’s books and textbooks, where local visitors typically
      linger, these mainland readers would converge instead on a small
      number of specific stalls, where their coveted titles were on
      display. An influencer posted a vlog on Bilibili, China’s most
      popular video platform among Gen-Z, showing a virtual tour of the
      fair and advising viewers on which books were worth buying and
      which to avoid.footnote2 This year, the
      recommendation was blunt: ‘Forget the rest. Go straight to the
      Chinese University Press.’

      The special appeal of the Chinese University
      Press may not be so apparent to a non-mainland reader. A Hong
      Kong-based, bilingual academic publishing house sui
      nominis, it’s neither the largest in scale (with only thirty
      or so staff in total), nor the most lucrative compared to
      general-interest publishers like the ‘Three Sinos’ or local giants
      such as Cosmos Books. What makes it attractive to mainland readers
      is the high quality of its works of history and biography, covering
      much of China’s tumultuous twentieth century. For the most part,
      these are not to be found in mainland bookstores, but word has
      spread, generating the gravitational force that pulls Chinese
      readers towards Hong Kong. It has become tacit knowledge that a
      stream of well-respected, quasi-offshore titles about contemporary
      China are to be found there, speaking to a readership curious about
      their country’s past and sceptical of the streamlined official
      narrative. Closer attention to such titles reveals a polyphony of
      voices, from well-established scholars based in the prc as well as researchers based in Hong Kong,
      Taiwan and beyond. Such a quasi-cosmopolitan landscape of Chinese
      historiography has never been fully achieved on the Mainland, and
      it seems a utopian prospect under the present injunction to combat
      ‘historical nihilism’ and ‘tell the Chinese story well’.

      Beneath the Book Fair’s carnival-like
      ambiance, with local consumers enjoying summertime cultural and
      recreational activities, there unfolds a map legible to dedicated
      readers. Starting with the Chinese University of Hong Kong Press,
      it then moves to nearby stalls of Oxford University Press and City
      University Press, where a broader range of Chinese-language
      publications from prc authors is on
      sale. Readers with sufficient English proficiency can spot enticing
      titles from Hong Kong University Press, on subjects like the
      ccp’s underground mobilization in
      the colony under British rule. With careful attention, one may also
      come across small, marginal publishers tucked into the corner of
      the exhibition hall, where amateur histories, personal archives of
      the Mao era and autobiographies by former Red Guards are on
      display. Conversations with seasoned book hunters might lead the
      way beyond the Fair itself to the ‘upstairs bookstores’, scattered
      through the busy districts of Mongkok and Sham Shui Po. Though many
      have retreated from the Book Fair in recent years, their
      collections nevertheless preserve the traces of a vanishing
      belle époque in the city’s intellectual life.

      The development of Chinese-language publishing
      in the age of globalization, and Hong Kong’s role within it, is a
      vast topic. This essay can provide no more than a bare outline,
      paying particular attention to the publication of high-quality
      original works and translations, over and above the sheer quantity
      of books traded. It explores a number of questions. How did the two
      distinct publishing regimes emerge? How has their relationship
      developed since the 1997 handover? How did post-colonial Hong Kong
      become the platform for an alternative cultural ecology, composed
      of offshore publishers, critical scholars and a de-territorialized
      reading public? What types of independent publishers have found
      niches there—and what are the prospects for them, amid political
      pressure and commercial conglomeration, in the years ahead?

      

      
      1. the system and its other, 1949–78

      After the Revolution, the infrastructure of
      China’s commercial publishing industry was nationalized under the
      aegis of the Ministry of Press and Publication (mpp), which laid out annual publishing plans
      for the nation.footnote3 Restaffed in state
      institutions, editors and print workers would henceforward employ
      their expertise in publishing books for the people. In tandem with
      a far-reaching literacy programme, a 1956 reform sought to
      standardize all written Chinese characters into a simplified
      script, a radical break in the country’s literary culture. Books
      were distributed domestically by the state-owned Xinhua Bookstore
      chain, as well as by internal Party organs, and exported to foreign
      markets via the Ministry of Culture. The cornerstone of this
      publishing regime was a system of standard national book numbers
      (shuhao). Book numbers, virtually the licence to circulate
      any title within the People’s Republic, were centrally allocated by
      the mpp to around two hundred
      state-owned publishing houses, making it the only
      player-and-rule-maker in the print industry.footnote4 In practice, however,
      the ideal of complete control of information across the Chinese
      cultural landscape was never achieved, as self-published editions
      and smuggled copies continued to spread underground. From the
      outbreak of the Chinese Civil War to the early Cold War, knowledge
      acquired offshore, covering a diverse political spectrum—from
      kmt mouthpieces and Chinese
      Trotskyists, early refugees from the ccp, to Western reporters and China
      watchers—had circulated back into the Mainland. During the Mao era,
      such texts were included for ‘internal reference’ (neibu
      cankao) in restricted publications to which the public had no
      access. But ordinary people could still chance upon leaked
      versions, capable of provoking intense excitement in underground
      reading groups.footnote5

      By the time China reopened in 1978, its
      literary world had not only been inscribed into a distinct regime
      of cultural production but refashioned through its new writing
      system into a symbolic order that distinguished it from the rest of
      the Sinosphere. In the 1980s, the publishing realm underwent a
      rapid restructuring. The state-owned publishing houses were given
      greater managerial autonomy, allowing them to introduce wage
      subsidies and devise publishing programmes more adapted to market
      demands.footnote6 The number of
      registered publishing houses skyrocketed from 75 in 1976 to 553 in
      the mid-90s.footnote7 Book distribution
      also diversified: private outlets known as the ‘second channel’—by
      contrast with the ‘first channel’ of the Xinhua Bookstore
      chain—flourished and gradually gained official recognition.footnote8 By the early 1990s,
      there were 14,237 more book-distribution outlets than there had
      been in 1978, with a nationwide total of 100,346. The increase was
      mostly due to private entrepreneurship (getihu) including
      independent firms and bookstores, not to mention innumerable
      guerrilla-style street vendors scattered throughout urban
      neighbourhoods.footnote9 Growing marketization
      was accompanied by adjustments to international legal norms; China
      adopted the International Standard Book Number system (isbn) in 1986 and established its first
      copyright administration in 1987.footnote10

      The essence of the publishing regime remained
      a state monopoly, now through the National Press and Publication
      Administration (nppa), which served
      as both press regulator and national copyright
      administrator.footnote11 Nevertheless, the
      developments of the 1980s helped to support the flourishing of
      intellectual endeavour known as China’s ‘Cultural Fever’, sweeping
      up poets, novelists, reporters and activists; after the reopening
      of the universities in 1978, young scholars began producing new
      book series and translating foreign works.footnote12 Alongside this was
      the ccp’s attempt to rebuild a
      coherent national-historical narrative in the aftermath of the
      Cultural Revolution and the show-trials of the Gang of Four. The
      Party leadership issued its official evaluation of the Mao era in
      the second Historical Resolution of 1981; it invested massively in
      print and tv memorialism to rally
      popular opinion to its view. These efforts at unifying history were
      nevertheless unsettled by noises from offshore, as the
      still-colonized island territory of Hong Kong turned into a hub of
      alternative knowledge.

      

      
      2. contrasts and openings, 1978–89

      The Mainland had long been the largest
      provider of Chinese-language publications for publishers and
      booksellers in Hong Kong, while English remained the official
      language. However, that asymmetry had reversed by the late 1970s.
      With the influx of international capital, technologies and
      outsourced services, Hong Kong moved from a downstream station in
      the value chain, with hand-binding sweatshops, to the world’s
      fourth largest print centre.footnote18 In conjunction with
      the internationalization of the industry, the relaxation of
      controls over the media and publishing sectors and human resources
      cultivated by a bilingual higher-education system helped to elevate
      the city from entrepôt to major exporter, with influence
      across the Sinophone region.footnote19 Hong Kong-based
      publishers—whose number now exceeded five hundred, for a city of
      roughly 5.5 million—pioneered the strategy of ‘One Book, Two
      Editions, Five Markets’, producing each title in both traditional
      and simplified Chinese-character editions, and selling to the
      People’s Republic as well as the Hong Kong, Taiwanese, Singaporean
      and Malaysian markets, to maximize returns on Chinese-language
      publishing within the global trading system.footnote20 Pricey as they were
      due to prc tariffs,
      traditional-character books printed in Hong Kong and Taiwan began
      to enter the Mainland in limited numbers after 1978, once trade
      ties resumed during the Reform era. They formed a distinct
      ‘Gangtai’—‘Hong Kong–Taiwan’—category on mainland
      bookshelves, posing a challenge for librarians in the prc, who debated how to integrate these
      traditional-character titles into national catalogues, as well as
      for the censors trying to rebuild a coherent historical
      narrative.

      Nevertheless, once China launched its economic
      reforms in the 1980s, Hong Kong became the proving ground for
      mainland publishers to relearn print capitalism. The trio of
      mainland-background publishers in hk—Joint Publishing, Commercial Press and Chung
      Hwa Book Company—restored connections with their head offices in
      Beijing and began mediating copyright trades between the
      prc and roc Taiwan.footnote21 In 1988 these merged
      into Sino United Publishing, which—with its subsidiary publishing,
      printing infrastructure and retail outlets—not only became the
      dominant force in the city’s books business but also established a
      branch in the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone, the prc’s first joint venture in the publishing
      sector, an experiment in developing a cultural enterprise with
      foreign investment that would become common practice nationwide in
      the 2000s.footnote22

      

      
      3. different voices, 1989–97

      The period from 1989 to 1997 saw contrasting
      dynamics on each side of the border. In the countdown to the
      handover of Hong Kong, the British government moved to increase
      press freedoms, repealing the 1951 Ordinance in 1987 and amending
      nearly forty ordinances to give substantive rights to the
      iccpr, unleash tv and radio broadcasting and free classrooms
      to promote civic education.footnote31 Though not without
      hypocrisy, the colonial administration widened the overall
      difference between the two publishing regimes. Meanwhile in the
      prc, the crackdown on publishing
      after June Fourth was followed by the intensification of market
      pressures.

      The result was to make Hong Kong a haven for
      marginal Chinese voices.footnote32 Among them were Jin
      Guantao and Liu Qingfeng, two influential mainland scholars from
      the Chinese Academy of Sciences, hosted by the Chinese University
      from 1990 at its Institute of Chinese Studies. The couple were
      co-authors of Prosperity and Crisis (1984), the cultural
      emblem of the 1980s that popularized a narrative of China as an
      ‘ultra-stable system’ resistant to modernization, which inspired
      the tv series River Elegy
      (1988).footnote33 They soon made the
      ics, initially a cultural
      preservation site, into an offshore base for prc scholarship. With the support of the
      ics’s overseas Chinese elite
      network, Jin and Liu founded a bi-monthly journal, Twenty-First
      Century [Ershiyi shiji], in 1990.footnote34 They had long wanted
      to produce a comprehensive history of modern China and the journal
      embodied that ambition. Its non-academic tenor made it both an
      inclusive platform for minjian writers—independent from
      the state system and the utterances of power—and others working
      within universities, and an intellectual forum publishing texts
      from the prc, Hong Kong, Taiwan and
      overseas communities. Twenty-First Century’s publishing
      agenda gave new impetus to the Chinese University Press.

      The project could also draw upon the resources
      of the Universities Service Center (usc). Founded as a listening post for Western
      intelligence during the Cold War, and possessing a mass of
      documentation of Maoist China, the usc was made over to the Chinese University in
      the late 1980s and its archives were opened to the public as a
      research centre in 1993.footnote35 The usc held regular seminars and international
      conferences on contemporary Chinese history, sponsoring research
      projects and documentation about it. The most well-known case of
      its work would be Song Yongyi’s project of building a Cultural
      Revolution Database, for which the author exhausted all library
      collections overseas and was even jailed during an archival trip to
      the Mainland. The database was distributed by the Chinese
      University Press in 2002, followed by others on the Anti-Rightist
      Movement and the Great Famine. The databases became an essential
      resource for scholars of the Mao era who cannot gain access to the
      official archives in the prc.

      Powered by the ics network and the usc’s resources, the Chinese University thus
      laid the bedrock for the new kind of scholarship—variegated and
      critical—of contemporary Chinese history that would define the
      profile of its Press. Scholars associated with Twenty-First
      Century and the usc were
      recruited as authors for this historiographic project, which Jin
      Guantao would later describe as ‘seeking to show the possibility of
      a critically reflective new type of historical consciousness’
      (lishi fansi yishi). Liu also organized visiting
      programmes to facilitate mainland scholars travelling to Hong Kong
      to consult usc collections. One
      such was the minjian historian Gao Hua.footnote36 A rising star at
      Nanjing University after it reopened in 1978, Gao began researching
      the Rectification Movement in Yan’an in the early 1940s, when Mao
      definitively imposed his dominance on the Chinese Communist Party,
      consecrated as a foundational moment in the official narrative.
      Gao’s project was entirely self-funded: he collected materials with
      his personal savings and did not inform the university about it
      until the work was completed in 1997. His manuscript might have
      been another example of ‘drawer literature’, never to be read. But
      in 1998 Gao was invited to the Chinese University in Hong Kong,
      where his book, How the Red Sun Rose, was published in
      2000 by its Press.footnote37

      By then, the field of ccp history had seen the emergence of what the
      historian Yang Kuisong termed ‘different voices’ characterized by
      ‘originality and independent thinking’.footnote38 Their work developed
      over the Internet—saturated in its early unregulated days with
      popular memories of the Mao era—and through cultural
      salons sponsored by private entrepreneurs or de-territorialized
      platforms overseas. In 2002, Jin and Liu brought together eleven
      prc-based historians—including Gao
      Hua, Yang Kuisong and Shen Zhihua, the legendary historian of the
      Cold War who bought up Soviet archives with a fortune made in gold
      trading—to begin work on a ten-volume History of the People’s
      Republic of China, covering the thirty years from the
      foundation of the prc in 1949 to
      the eve of the Reform Era in 1978.footnote39 By the time the
      individually authored volumes began to appear in Hong Kong in 2008,
      it was no longer an underground operation. The History of the
      People’s Republic was understood as a collaborative project of
      prc scholars who positioned
      themselves as ‘writing on the margins of the system’ or as ‘grey
      dissenters’, rather than being in direct confrontation with it
      (some of the authors used pseudonyms to avoid trouble).footnote40 The History
      was promptly embraced by the Chinese reading public and enlisted in
      its ‘counter-canon’, together with other ics productions distributed via the Chinese
      University Press.footnote41

      

      
      4. unruly market, 1997–2003

      The rise of Hong Kong publishing in the 1990s
      was generally accepted by Beijing, partly because the traffic of
      books between the colony and the Mainland was subject to tight
      restrictions. Its one attempt to launch a campaign against a Hong
      Kong title backfired, turning the book into an immediate
      bestseller.footnote42 For the first six
      years after the 1997 handover, Beijing made no direct interference
      in the city’s autonomy, granted by the ‘One Country, Two Systems’
      framework. As a result, the cultural worlds of the Hong Kong
      Special Administrative Region (sar)
      and the Mainland remain largely segregated. Controversial authors
      could continue to enjoy Hong Kong’s recently granted freedom of
      speech, with the tacit understanding that their work would not be
      bootlegged back in simplified-character editions to the
      prc.footnote43

      Within the jurisdiction of the prc as it completed the final stretch towards
      wto accession, the authorities
      under Jiang Zemin proved largely tolerant of the unruly expansion
      of cultural capitalism. Mostly, writers and texts had to confront
      the milder face of market pressure rather than state persecution.
      The continuous economic growth of the 1990s drove more extensive
      cultural commodification, bringing a surge of de facto
      liberalization in the publishing realm. With subsidies dwindling,
      many state-owned publishers embraced the new opportunities,
      engaging in illicit trade of isbns
      to outsource their editing services to a third party in exchange
      for higher sales. Those that could not survive the market
      competition were snapped up by private entrepreneurs, who used the
      publishing houses’ legal credentials to produce market-oriented
      materials that sometimes transgressed the boundaries of
      censorship.footnote44

      Huge numbers of pirated editions, smuggled
      tamizdat and anonymous self-printed materials now began to
      circulate through flea-markets and other ‘secondary channels’.
      Although both the authorities and serious authors voiced alarm at
      the amorality unleashed by this tide, to which new regulations as
      well as scholarly debates on ‘the demise of Enlightenment’ and
      ‘loss of humanistic spirit’ (renwen jingshen) bore witness
      in the late 1990s, a new literary ecosystem gradually emerged
      between cultural entrepreneurs and their readers, both registering
      a certain autonomy.footnote45 The state’s
      extensive privatizations also gave rise to an unofficial trade in
      primary sources for historical research, as old Party documents
      from shuttered factories and downsized institutions flowed onto
      market stalls and circulated through the networks of second-hand
      book sellers and private collectors. Party history has always been
      a highly centralized practice in the prc, where all publications—chronicles,
      anthologies, biographies of Party leaders—were lodged in a handful
      of specialized institutions, including the Bureau of Party
      Literature and Party History Research, whose ‘official historians’
      enjoyed privileged access to Central Archives. The expansion of the
      market allowed researchers to bypass official obstacles to
      historiographic production. Identifying themselves as
      minjian they began to revise the official narrative from
      alternative perspectives. The 1990s thus saw a diversity of
      approaches in the field of prc
      history. In addition to domestic practitioners, these ‘grassroots
      archives’ also enriched the fieldwork of foreign scholars,
      nurturing a body of scholarship sometimes referred to as
      ‘Sinological garbology’.footnote46

      Other niches proliferated within the
      prc—again, not the result of
      official relaxation, but rather an outgrowth of the turbulent
      dynamics between the state and its globalizing market. All Sages
      Bookstore, for example, was initially established in 1993 as a tiny
      stall in the university complex of peripheric Beijing. Within a few
      years it expanded into retail distribution as well as publishing.
      The bookstore made its name within academic circles for its fine
      selection of serious scholarship in the humanities, an edge shaped
      by its co-founders Liu Suli and Gan Qi, graduates of Peking
      University who opted for cultural entrepreneurship in the
      Zeitgeist of the 1990s. All Sages also produced its own
      titles, working through publishing agents and delicate negotiations
      with the censors. One of the shop’s earliest bestsellers,
      Prelude to History (1999), was a compilation of the
      ccp’s scathing condemnations of the
      kmt dictatorship during the Civil
      War, alive with contemporary relevance—and showing how an
      independent publisher, albeit tiny in scale, could survive fierce
      competition through strong community ties with its target
      readers.

      

      
      5. differential symbiosis, 2003–14

      In 2003, Beijing introduced a major change in
      the relationship between the Mainland and the city with its Closer
      Economic Partnership Arrangement (cepa). Portrayed as a gift from the Central
      Government to revitalize the Hong Kong economy after the ravages of
      the Asian Financial Crisis, it was designed to promote economic
      integration by simplifying approval for the import of goods and
      services to the Mainland, as well as enabling hk-registered service providers to operate in
      the corresponding sectors there.footnote47 cepa also opened the way for post-wto China to access global financial markets
      via Hong Kong. Mainland companies could thereby attract
      international investment through a public listing by utilizing a
      Hong Kong shell—a practice known as ‘backdoor listing’ (jieke
      shangshi) that would become central to China’s global economic
      rise in the 2000s.footnote48

      The creation of cepa triggered a chain reaction in Hong Kong’s
      publishing landscape. Local industry saw an accelerating relocation
      of manufacturing and services into the Pearl River Region,
      reinforcing the interdependence between Hong Kong publishers and
      mainland service providers in the downstream chain. Meanwhile,
      Chinese investment flowed into Hong Kong. Backed by mainland
      capital and policy support, Sino United grew into a business
      monopoly that dominated the local publishing, retailing, logistics
      and distribution sectors, and became the largest agency in the
      hk-Mainland book trade. In tandem
      with this came an influx of mainland staff, fostered by
      cepa’s supplementary articles on
      technical immigration. ‘Shell’ publishers mushroomed in the
      sar, exploiting the grey zone
      between economic integration and separate jurisdictions to
      circumvent isbn restrictions. The
      annual reports of the Book Registration Office show that the number
      of new publishers’ prefixes—the unique ‘Registrant Element’ within
      an isbn that identifies the
      publisher of the book, obtainable by any entity or individual with
      a hk address—surged from around 300
      per annum in 1997–2003 to 709 in 2004, climbing to a peak of 1,127
      in 2012, suggesting that the sector’s expansion was driven by an
      influx of non-resident actors rather than local growth
      alone.footnote49

      The motivations of these shell publishers
      spanned the gamut between high politics and dubious tabloid
      endeavours. Some were explicitly polemical: Strong Wind Press, for
      example, registered in 2004, published material by ‘left’
      conservatives such as the memoir of Deng Liqun, the chief Party
      ideologue to oppose ccp policies
      under Jiang Zemin.footnote50 Vowing to ‘make
      positive use of the freedom of speech in Hong Kong to engage in
      serious intellectual exchanges’, Strong Wind’s principal mission
      was to defend leftist opinions that the current leadership had
      sidelined. The New Century Press, registered in 2010, published
      material reflecting the outlook of the now-ostracized 1980s
      reformist elites.footnote51 Exclusive
      publication of their titles in simplified Chinese clearly indicated
      the target audience of both publishers. In other cases, the
      motivation was economic. Shidai Nongchao Cultural Development Co
      (hk), for example, was a shell for
      its namesake entity in Beijing, which published titles at private
      request. Spotting the market potential of the post-socialist
      ‘memory boom’, its creator Tu Jincan leveraged cepa to acquire Hong Kong isbns for family histories and personal memoirs
      financed by his mainland clients. As a pioneer of
      Zhongguancun—today China’s Silicon Valley—Tu was even hailed as a
      ‘model entrepreneur’ by mainstream media for his family-history
      business.footnote52 Between the two
      poles were a spectrum of actors motivated by varying blends of
      lucre and politics, who registered as independent publishers in
      Hong Kong to engage in its public sphere.footnote53

      Meanwhile, the gradual opening of private
      tourism after 2003 brought thousands of mainland readers into Hong
      Kong’s bookstores, where a large number of Chinese-language
      publications, especially unorthodox histories, tabloid politics or
      censored literature, published locally or in Taiwan, had never been
      accessible in the prc. Many would
      take the risk of smuggling a few copies back across the border. The
      mass discovery of Hong Kong publications by mainland readers also
      spurred the development of the ‘forbidden books’ industry, where
      political gossip or fake memoirs of prc elites were snapped up by speculative Hong
      Kong publishers and circulated back to the Mainland via contraband
      reproduction that ultimately fed into the information circuits of
      the simplified-character world. Such materials, together with
      products of shell publishers, were mostly distributed through the
      upstairs bookstores in Hong Kong, which took a specifically
      mainland-oriented strategy.

      Hong Kong’s closer integration with the Pearl
      Delta region and increasing dependence on mainland capital,
      together with the emergence of a common readership created by the
      rise of a critical public on the Mainland and the gradual erosion
      of physical borders, brought these two worlds—formally distinct,
      both in jurisdiction and popular imagination, but essentially
      interconnected—into a sort of symbiosis, in which authors and
      readers could switch between sides without openly challenging
      authority, and publishers and booksellers could reap the profits.
      From a publisher’s point of view, no conflicting interests divided
      Hong Kong and mainland markets. The attractions of the
      latter—though largely restricted to the retail sector due to strict
      import controls—exerted a magnetic pull. Larger houses like
      oup and Cosmos increased their
      acquisitions from mainland-based authors, some of which became
      bestsellers through distribution channels controlled by Sino
      United, whose business empire covered half of the retail outlets in
      the city.footnote54 Zhang Yihe’s The
      Last Aristocrat (2007) on the Anti-Rightist movement, Yang
      Jisheng’s Tombstone (2010) on the Great Leap Forward, both
      censored in the Mainland, found shelter under the wing of Hong
      Kong’s print capitalism.footnote55

      From the readers’ perspective, the ‘dual
      realities’ of the Chinese world nourished tacit forms of knowledge,
      communal ties and creative subcultures. On social-media platforms
      such as Douban, it became common practice to acknowledge overseas
      versions—usually traditional-character offerings published in Hong
      Kong or Taiwan—of a legally published book in the Mainland, to
      track the effects of censorship through close reading and textual
      comparison, or to exchange information about venues for acquiring
      ‘authentic’ copies. These self-taught Foucauldian archaeologists
      and their reading culture fostered an ecosystem in which private
      booksellers, travelling across the border, filled their suitcases
      with titles from Hong Kong for dispatch to anonymous online
      customers across China on a daily basis, forging a link between
      publishers in the city and enthusiastic mainland readers.

      The Hong Kong Book Fair saw a steady increase
      of visitors after 2003, rising to over a million attendees in 2014.
      According to an official survey, many were motivated by the appeal
      of ‘titles unavailable in the Mainland’.footnote56 With per capita
      spending of 987 hkd, these mainland
      readers were an important source of revenue for the local book
      industry. Starting in 2005, the Book Fair began inviting authors
      from across the Sinophone worlds to meet the public. Among the
      mainland guests featured in its 2010 programme were real-estate
      tycoon Pan Shiyi, law professor and legal activist He Weifang and
      Han Han, blogger and millennial icon, speaking about his career as
      public writer. Investigative journalists, intellectuals and
      activists from Hong Kong and across the Taiwan Straits took part in
      the Fair’s panels, under the rubric ‘Caring for Society, Caring for
      the Earth’. Publicity for the panoramic exhibition hall showed the
      bustling crowd moved through a landscape of radical juxtapositions,
      where banners for fashion magazines and comic books hung alongside
      a giant poster for Reform Chronicle, the memoir of the
      purged leader Zhao Ziyang.footnote57

      

      
      6. against the tide of oblivion

      Within this symbiosis, the Chinese University
      Press and its alternative histories began to encounter a larger
      public. In 2007, the arrival of a new director, Gan Qi, marked a
      step-change in its publishing history. Up to this point, the
      Chinese University Press had remained for the most part an
      old-style academic publisher—at least by comparison with its
      counterparts on the Mainland, where an extensive market-orientation
      and expansion was under way—although its staff and budget had
      expanded, and it was now publishing more than sixty titles a year,
      thanks in part to the success of its undergraduate history
      textbook, The Rise of Modern China.footnote58 Gan Qi’s broader
      experience in independent publishing brought a new flair and
      sensibility. A co-founder of the All Sages Bookstore in Beijing in
      the early 1990s, she had helped to pioneer the holistic idea of a
      small independent publisher at once editing, producing and selling
      books, with a close connection to its readers. In this she was
      characteristic of the first post-Mao generation of cultural
      entrepreneurs, who were alert to the potential of serious knowledge
      in a censored marketplace and equipped with the practical know-how
      to navigate it.

      Moving to Seattle in 2001, Gan Qi wrote her
      ma on Chinese publishing. In 2006
      she was appointed director of the New York office of Verso, another
      small independent publisher, if one spanning the Anglosphere. There
      she made contact with figures such as André Schiffrin of the New
      Press and Jason Epstein of Random House, both of whom emphasized
      the value of authors’ originality and accessibility. Transferring
      in due course back to the Sinosphere, she got a senior job in the
      tom media conglomerate, owned by a
      Hong Kong tycoon and operating in both Taiwan and the prc. In 2007, she became the first woman—and
      first mainlander—to direct the Chinese University Press. There her
      first initiative was to introduce a new business model. Her
      predecessors had already begun to orient the imprint to the market,
      but Gan Qi refashioned its brand more thoroughly to maximize the
      advantages of the city as a Special Administrative Region in the
      post-wto juncture.footnote59 Its books began to
      have the full name of the house—‘Chinese University of Hong Kong
      Press’—emblazoned on their covers, in place of the less-specific
      ‘Chinese University Press’ that they had borne since colonial
      times.footnote60 Freedom of title
      acquisition, alongside the traditional university-based committee
      system, henceforward gave the cuhkp
      greater independence in constructing its lists and opening them to
      creative editorial projects that gave it a stronger identity.
      Copyright buyouts, a common practice through which academic
      publishing houses would gain exclusive rights to a work and then
      sell subsidiary rights to other enterprises, allowed the Press to
      act as an intermediate rights agency, navigating (and monetizing)
      the divisions of sovereignty and language in the ‘Greater China’
      market. At the distribution end, its network of contacts with
      agencies in North America and Europe provided access to Anglophone
      readers.

      With a larger toolkit and a younger editorial
      team, recruited from both the Mainland and the city, the Press
      produced a series of titles that established its image as a
      provider of diverse and original perspectives on Chinese history,
      ranging from monographs and biographies to documentary
      collections—such as the family letters of Zhang Chunqiao and the
      papers of Zhao Ziyang—and private histories, including the diary of
      a former Red Guard and the memoirs of a veteran revolutionary and
      reformist politician.footnote61 Beyond the history
      of the People’s Republic, the Press also engaged with the
      experience of modern China more broadly, bringing to light the
      perspectives of marginal political groups—ethnic minorities, Third
      Force intellectuals—of women, of diasporic Chinese, as well as the
      City’s own dramatic past, which had long been regarded as a mere
      footnote to the national story. A bilingual publisher par
      excellence, it produced high-quality English translations
      alongside their Chinese titles, bringing native and non-English
      scholarship to the Anglophone world.footnote62

      Though its output and turnover were still
      quite small compared with major academic houses in the Anglosphere,
      the Chinese University of Hong Kong Press was confident enough to
      invest in ambitious programmes. Its striking 30/30 series, launched
      in 2013, became a widely recognized set of studies in modern
      prc history, renowned for its
      intellectual diversity. Inspired by traditional Chinese
      historiography that viewed history as a cyclical renewal of the
      cosmological order (dao) every thirty years
      (shi), the series aimed ‘to revisit the past of the
      prc—as to envision its future
      paths—at the time when the Mao and post-Mao eras have both gone
      through a full cycle’.footnote63 In modern terms, the
      30/30 rubric of the series indicated its focus on, respectively,
      the first three decades (1949–79) of the nation’s experience and
      the second three (1980–2010), since the foundation of the
      prc. The first five titles brought
      together such different visions of rural life in the Maoist era as
      us-based sociologist Gao Mobo’s
      ethnography Gao Village, whose sympathetic view of his
      subject was greeted with indignation by Chinese liberals, and
      Tsinghua sociologist Guo Yuhua’s Narratives of the
      Wretched, one of the earliest examples of ‘subaltern studies’
      in prc scholarship.footnote64 These contrasted
      accounts exemplified the aspiration of the series to bring scholars
      of different professional backgrounds and political standpoints
      into a dialogue that could broaden the landscape of sixty years of
      prc history.

      In 2019, a flyer featuring the cuhkp’s historical titles greeted the
      seventieth anniversary of the People’s Republic with the catchy
      slogan, ‘Swimming against the Tide of Oblivion’. The issue of
      memory has been a significant thread running through its Chinese
      titles. To name just a few: Footprints of the Missing
      (2009) recalled the forgotten youth intellectual movements during
      the Cultural Revolution; The Lost Generation (2009)
      examined the experience of the 17 million urban youths ‘sent down’
      to the countryside during the high-Mao era; Dilemmas of
      Victory (2011) explored the everyday life of ordinary people
      after 1949. Printed in traditional characters, these works
      nevertheless set out to intervene in public historical discourse
      and were clearly written for a wider audience. Not unlike
      Prelude to History, many titles had a touch of
      irreverence. The cover of The Failure of Charisma (2009),
      for example, an exploration of the factional politics of the
      Cultural Revolution, bore twelve portraits of Mao, in each
      conspicuously averting his eyes from the reader, painted by the
      liberal artist Chen Danqing—reading the upheaval as a project in
      which the leader had lost control of his self-serving followers, as
      well as offering an invitation to readers to join the
      debate.footnote65 Another example was
      the award-winning photographic album, Red-Colour News
      Soldier (2018), whose original cover—a faceless applauding
      crowd, catering to Western stereotypes of socialist China—was
      replaced by a black-and-white photo of young swimmers in caps and
      shorts, reading the Little Red Book. Above this monotone
      palette, the only trace of red was the Chinese title, rendered in
      Mao’s calligraphy.

      This deconstructivist impulse, evocative of
      the postmodern sensibilities of China’s 1990s, was notably wedded
      to the Enlightenment conviction that the Press needed not just to
      pluralize historical understanding but to engage with its public in
      the acquisition of knowledge.footnote66 Mostly published in
      paperback, its titles generally included a proper scholarly and
      editorial apparatus, with editor’s notes, publication statements,
      translator’s afterwords and similar elements that conveyed a desire
      to communicate with readers. Adopting the motto buji
      busui, ‘neither radical nor conformist’—originally the slogan
      of the 1920s Xueheng [Critical Review] scholars—this
      twenty-first-century house signalled its intent to revive a
      humanist cause long stifled by the wars, revolutions, displacements
      and ideological upheavals that marked China’s eventful twentieth
      century. In a sense, the cuhkp
      could be described as a ‘shell publisher’ for the hopes of a wider
      group of public-spirited mainland houses, whose breathing space has
      been squeezed by the competitive cultural market fuelled by
      state-sponsored conglomeration since the early 2000s. Its anchorage
      in Hong Kong enabled that impulse to persist, while its access to
      the Mainland’s market provided it with some commercial ballast
      within the global book trade, where independent publishers were
      increasingly being gobbled up by the conglomerates.footnote67

      

      
      7. chills and glimmers, 2015–the present

      The case of Vogel’s Deng Xiaoping
      provides a glimpse of the cultural landscape in globalizing China,
      where public engagement was broadened by transborder collaboration
      and expanding market forces, yet often involved a degree of
      compliance.footnote73 In the wake of the
      2014 umbrella protests, Hong Kong’s autonomy was further eroded and
      Beijing’s sovereignty more sharply enforced. The detention in 2015
      of Gui Minhai, a Swedish citizen and owner of Causeway Bay Books,
      an independent bookshop known for its ‘forbidden books’ containing
      scabrous political gossip on Party leaders, had a chilling effect
      on local publishers. Journalists and other professionals faced
      increasing pressure from the sar
      administration and the Liaison Office. With the new round of
      protests in 2019, the sar
      authorities began resuscitating colonial-era censorship
      regulation.footnote74 In 2021, the first
      full year after the National Security Law was imposed on the city,
      the number of newly issued isbns
      and new publishers’ prefixes fell by half compared to 2020, and
      neither had recovered by 2024.footnote75 This suggests the
      scale of migration by Hong Kong-based press and publishers to
      overseas locations, with voices and memories losing their niche in
      the city. Another form of homogenization has seen Hong Kong
      publishers simply repackaging mainland titles in traditional
      characters to sell back to the mainland market, benefiting from the
      aura of the city.

      Political pressure has been compounded by
      commercial conglomeration through aggressive merger-and-acquisition
      campaigns, of the sort well known in the West. By 2018, four-fifths
      of book distribution and retailing in Hong Kong was run by Sino
      United, while nearly 87 per cent of the major media outlets in the
      territory were run by owners or editors considered
      pro-Beijing.footnote76 In 2022 a new giant,
      the state-owned Bauhinia Culture Group, established dual offices in
      Hong Kong and Shenzhen, with interests spanning the film and
      television industry, media production, information services and
      cultural tourism, as well as publishing and distribution. Vaunting
      its ‘deep rootedness in the Greater Bay Area’, Bauhinia pledges ‘to
      tell China’s story well to the world and to promote the going out
      of Chinese culture’.footnote77

      Yet if this bifurcated story of globalizing
      China and post-handover Hong Kong reflects the tensions and
      uncertainties of the present, it also offers hope of resilience.
      The expediency of development and wealth accumulation during the
      prc’s integration into world
      capitalism in the 2000s left many unregulated grey zones,
      inadvertent spaces for alternative knowledge and critical minds,
      amid a temporary retreat of the state; many have dug in there and
      sunk deep roots. By the end of 2022, 106 of the 128 independent
      bookshops in Hong Kong remain in operation, though under
      pressure.footnote78 In the corner of
      ‘Have a Nice Stay’, a new bookstore opened that year by five former
      media professionals, a stack of notebooks recorded the spontaneous
      dialogue between passers-by, where words of hope, frustration and
      mutual encouragement were left in both traditional and simplified
      characters.

      There are other signs of expansion. In 2024,
      the cuhkp and Hong Kong’s other two
      university presses—City University of Hong Kong and University of
      Hong Kong—launched Open Books hk,
      the first Chinese-language open-access book platform, under the
      rubric ‘Knowledge for All’. The platform got over 300,000 views and
      100,000 downloads in just three months, allowing titles such as
      historian Joseph Esherick’s Accidental Holy Land, an
      elegant recasting of the founding myth of the ccp, to open new horizons.footnote79 At the 2025 Hong
      Kong Book Fair, the Press’s Gongshui xianggang [Watering
      Hong Kong], a sociopolitical survey of Hong Kong’s dependence on
      mainland water supply, an issue of much public concern, achieved
      the highest single-day sales.footnote80 At the stall, young
      readers browsed through old and freshly released titles, queuing
      for the long-coveted copies they had heard about through virtual
      communities. Striving for the freedom to know and the right to
      reckon with one’s past was fraught, but far from over.
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      The problem
      of imperialism has elicited some of the most inventive and
      far-reaching analysis on the left.footnote1 For Hobson,
      Hilferding, Lenin, Bukharin and Luxemburg it was at root an
      economic phenomenon arising from the global organization of
      accumulation, involving coercion, exploitation and the
      subordination of weaker states. Lenin’s theorization, drawing on
      Hilferding and Hobson, treated it as a stage of capitalist
      development, defined by concentration, fusion of capital and state,
      and the organization of global rivalry via monopolistic
      combines.footnote2 Crucially, this
      account insisted that imperialism must be grasped through its
      epoch’s dominant mechanisms of accumulation. Mid-century dependency
      theory, from Raúl Prebisch and Celso Furtado to Fernando Henrique
      Cardoso, Andre Gunder Frank and Samir Amin, identified the
      structural asymmetries that reproduced core dominance and
      peripheral subordination: technological monopolies,
      balance-of-payments constraints, multinational corporations as
      vehicles of private command, and the internalization of external
      interests within subordinate states.footnote3 In the 1970s, Nicos
      Poulantzas analysed the embedding of American priorities within
      allied state apparatuses.footnote4

      More recent contributions have updated the
      concept. Leo Panitch and Sam Gindin portrayed post-war us hegemony as the voluntary integration of
      other capitalist states into an ‘informal empire’ managed by the
      Treasury and Federal Reserve.footnote5 David Harvey
      theorized a ‘new imperialism’ centred on accumulation by
      dispossession and the articulation of territorial and capitalist
      logics of power.footnote6 Robert Cox developed
      a neo-Gramscian account of world hegemony grounded in transnational
      consent.footnote7 Giovanni Arrighi
      situated us primacy within a
      sequence of systemic cycles, anticipating a financialized ‘autumn’
      and an eventual eastwards shift.footnote8 Other interventions
      refocused attention on production and surplus: John Smith analysed
      global labour arbitrage and super-exploitation within transnational
      value chains; Utsa Patnaik and Prabhat Patnaik emphasized unequal
      exchange and commodity dependence as mechanisms of surplus
      transfer; Michael Hudson traced the role of debt and creditor power
      in sustaining international hierarchy.footnote9 This essay will
      instead analyse contemporary imperialism through the primacy of
      world money and balance-sheet power: the organization of global
      production and finance around dollar liquidity, the institutional
      command of central-bank balance sheets and the capacity of the
      United States to define the conditions under which liabilities
      count as money—an architecture in which military force remains the
      ultimate guarantor.

      

      
      1. the pairing of capitals

      Contemporary capitalism rests on the pairing
      of internationalized productive capital and global financial
      capital, a configuration that differs sharply from the finance
      capital analysed by Hilferding and the classical theorists of
      imperialism. Hilferding argued that banks dominated productive
      capital because industrial investment required long-term credit,
      tying banks to fixed-capital formation and giving them decisive
      influence.footnote10 Today, neither pole
      commands the other; instead, they jointly structure the world
      division of labour while continually refashioning it. Global in
      scope and insatiable in its appetite for profit, this pairing
      moulds economic life, reshaping the contours of core and periphery.
      It presupposes a world market in which production and circulation
      span multiple jurisdictions, without a unified political authority;
      its reproduction requires a universally accepted means of
      settlement, liquidity and balance-sheet adjustment, a set of
      institutions that can operate across the world market, a legal
      infrastruct1ure and military backing. Together with world money
      these constitute the matrix of contemporary imperial power.

      Productive and financial capital differ
      structurally.footnote11 The former is tied
      to inflexible conditions of production, including trained labour,
      fixed capital, energy, logistics and the physical limits of time
      and technology. Finance organizes liquidity, maturity
      transformation and credit under an institutional and legal
      infrastructure that gives it far greater elasticity. A hedge fund
      can manage one billion or one trillion dollars from the same rooms
      in Mayfair; a semiconductor plant cannot double output without
      years of investment. The relation between the material requirements
      of financial services and the value extracted by financial
      intermediation is extraordinarily loose. This gives finance an
      autonomy that productive capital cannot match. Liquidity premia,
      collateral hierarchies, payment conditions and duration pricing
      arise from this autonomy. They do not reflect a ‘rentier deduction’
      imposed from outside production, but the inherent consequence of
      finance’s position in the accumulation process. Finance is
      necessary to capitalist accumulation and expansion, while being
      capable of imposing terms that diverge from the requirements of
      productive profitability.

      The two forms interlock in the world market:
      financial capital conditions the liquidity of productive circuits
      while productive capital provides the material basis for profit
      generation. This interlocking is structural rather than a merger or
      amalgam. The profitability of multinational production is
      inseparable from the global availability of finance, which itself
      depends on the liquidity regime governed by the dollar.footnote12 The rigidities of
      global production chains are mediated through an elastic financial
      system, while the interaction of the two is articulated through
      world-money mechanisms anchored in the hegemonic state. Orbis data
      for the biggest manufacturing firms show cash holdings that far
      exceed short-term borrowing.footnote13 Leading corporations
      now hold large liquidity buffers, while bank credit has been
      reduced to a marginal, contingent tool. Most working capital and
      investment come from retained earnings and securities issuance,
      with bank loans kept as a backstop. Yet these firms remain tied to
      banks for the essentials of world money, including secure deposit
      facilities, cross-border payments, correspondent banking channels
      and access to the dollar settlement system.footnote14 Banks gain fees and
      cheap deposits; non-financial corporations gain monetary
      infrastructure they cannot recreate. The relationship is one of
      structural interdependence within a hierarchy of money, not bank
      domination.

      

      
      2. hierarchy of liquidity

      Domestically, money operates within an
      institutional order that contains conflict and anchors settlement.
      The world market has no equivalent. There is no global credit
      system, international reallocation mechanism or unified legal
      authority. World money is the economic form that provides the
      minimal connectedness required for cross-border exchange. When
      domestic prices, wages or credit conditions diverge from
      world-market levels, adjustment is never smooth. Exchange-rate and
      payment crises and sudden stops in capital flows show that
      international balance-sheet adjustment is governed not by
      competitive markets but by political access to world money. The
      latter mediates not only transactions among private firms but
      sovereign borrowing, reserve accumulation and inter-state
      guarantees; it must perform functions no domestic currency can,
      serving across separate jurisdictions as unit of account, means of
      payment—settling obligations among states as well as private
      capitals—and reserve of value accessible in moments of crisis.
      Operating across borders, it inevitably engages geopolitical
      relations and becomes an instrument of conflict. The state issuing
      world money is not simply an actor pursuing external interests, but
      the authority that guarantees settlement, liquidity and
      enforceability for globally mobile capital. It is not a substitute
      for capital’s logic, but its administrator at the level of the
      world market.

      Only the dollar performs the functions of
      world money—a privileged position that results from the
      institutional and coercive capacity of the us state. The euro, yen, Swiss franc and pound
      serve as regional vehicles and secondary reserves, while peripheral
      currencies occupy structurally subordinate positions, with low
      liquidity premia—accepted only at a discount, and less readily
      traded or used as collateral in global markets.footnote22 Peripheral states
      must therefore maintain higher interest rates and offer superior
      returns to attract capital. They depend on volatile short-term
      inflows and typically borrow in foreign currency—the ‘original
      sin’—and even with domestic currency borrowing, risk is displaced
      onto the balance sheets of foreign lenders, who retain the power to
      exit and potentially trigger a crisis.footnote23 This hierarchy took
      shape historically through the evolution of international portfolio
      finance. The Eurodollar market of the 1960s opened the way for
      large-scale offshore dollar intermediation; the collapse of Bretton
      Woods and the removal of capital controls accelerated short-term,
      yield-driven flows into the periphery. The crises of 1997–2001
      revealed the speed with which capital flows could reverse, pushing
      peripheral economies toward deeper financial integration after
      2007–09. Peripheral currencies are not merely weak monies but
      subordinated claims on the dollar system, their valuation and
      liquidity tied to us monetary
      policy and to global asset manager portfolios.

      The nineteenth-century gold standard also
      operated through hegemonic power based on British industrial and
      commercial pre-eminence, naval dominance and the global reach of
      the City of London. When the dollar order was established in 1945,
      it was based on us command over
      nearly half of world manufacturing output, overwhelming productive
      and technological supremacy, and military pre-eminence. This
      allowed the us to anchor global
      trade in dollar invoicing, based on gold convertibility, and bind
      allied central banks into dollar reserve accumulation through the
      Bretton Woods architecture. When gold convertibility ended in
      1971–73, productive supremacy had already eroded, yet dollar
      dominance persisted and deepened through structural dependence, as
      global trade, finance and reserves remained locked into dollar
      circuits sustained by military power and institutional inertia,
      despite declining us output
      shares.

      What distinguishes contemporary dollar
      dominance is this divergence: the us lacks productive and trading predominance
      but persists in commanding the monetary sphere through control over
      its infrastructures. In 2025, the New York Fed’s standing repo
      operations were collateralized only by us Treasury bills, federal agency debt and
      agency mortgage-backed securities—only us government and agency paper are eligible;
      foreign sovereign bonds, including euro-area ‘peripheral’
      sovereigns, are not.footnote24 The hegemon alone
      settles international obligations in its own liabilities; all
      others must acquire dollar assets, manage dollar exposures and
      adjust domestic activity to us
      monetary policy. A balance sheet that appears solvent domestically
      can be critically exposed through foreign-currency liabilities,
      imported inflation or dollar-denominated collateral
      requirements.

      

      
      3. financialization mark ii

      Dollar dominance, multilateral institutions
      and sanctions long formed part of the imperial repertoire, yet
      until 2007–09 they functioned within a framework that still
      contained elements of consensual coordination among core states
      under us leadership. The rupture of
      2007–09 turned these instruments into overt tools of balance-sheet
      discipline—a shift from hegemony with consent to a more coercive
      order. Swap lines became more explicitly hierarchical, sanctions
      systematic and targeted; institutions that once mediated crises now
      enforce adjustment. The crisis was a structural break in
      financialization itself, decisive for the imperial form that
      followed. For three decades before this, financialization had
      involved a market-centred extraction of financial profits rooted in
      the balance sheets of commercial banks: Financialization Mark I.
      Regulated deposit-taking institutions extended credit to
      households, mediated in financial markets and earned profits
      chiefly from net interest margins and fees. Mark I fused credit
      creation with household indebtedness and rising transaction
      volumes, making the commercial bank the central agent of financial
      accumulation—although shadow banks were present and active,
      especially during the 2001–06 expansion of the real-estate
      bubble.

      The us
      response to the crisis produced a new configuration:
      Financialization Mark ii. This is
      the financial form of the interregnum, the counterpart of the
      global monetary hierarchy. Shadow banks—non-bank financial
      intermediaries holding portfolios of marketable securities and
      relying on wholesale funding rather than deposits—emerged as the
      leading private agents. A broadly diversified group, shadow banks
      include institutions that rely on ‘real’ savings, such as pension
      funds and insurance companies, as well as institutions that borrow
      heavily to obtain marketable securities, such as hedge funds. For
      both, the state—above all, the central bank—is now the pivotal
      mechanism sustaining financial activity. While securitization,
      structured products and shadow banking expanded steadily from the
      1980s, Financialization Mark ii is
      marked by the direct underwriting of market-based finance by public
      balance sheets. This brought a qualitative change in the sources of
      financial profit. Commercial banks earn profits primarily from the
      net interest margin, as well as from fees and commissions generated
      by credit expansion and high transaction volumes. Shadow banks, by
      contrast, are portfolio managers that advance capital to acquire
      marketable securities; their returns derive from interest and
      dividends on securities—plus, crucially, capital gains. In terms of
      Marxist political economy, commercial-bank profits derive from the
      spread between lending and borrowing interest rates, while
      shadow-bank profits pivot on the spread between the average rate of
      profit and the average rate of interest, which drives capital
      gains. Unsurprisingly, under Financialization Mark ii, stock-market price inflation became the
      pre-eminent channel of financial accumulation.

      From the mid-1970s to 2007–09, us bank profits rose sharply relative to
      non-financial enterprise profits, peaking at close to 40 per cent
      of the total in the mid-2000s.footnote28 In the 1980s and
      early 1990s financial profitability rested on net interest margins,
      as deregulation enabled rapid balance-sheet expansion; when margins
      narrowed from the early 1990s, banks shifted toward non-interest
      income—fees, commissions, trading profits, securitization—and
      household debt, turning the home into a prime terrain of
      extraction. By 2007 household debt had reached unprecedented
      peacetime levels in the usa and
      other core economies. After 2009, household indebtedness declined
      and stayed subdued for more than a decade, and corporate debt
      stagnated relative to gdp before
      rising only moderately. Compressed net interest margins,
      post-crisis regulation and weak transaction volumes constrained
      commercial bank profitability: Financialization Mark I had
      exhausted itself.

      But as private debt expansion faltered,
      us public debt exploded from
      roughly 60 per cent of gdp in 2007
      to over 100 per cent by 2025. Policy rates were held near zero for
      over a decade, while the Federal Reserve undertook waves of
      quantitative easing, absorbing public and private securities on a
      hitherto unimaginable scale and swelling its own balance sheet.
      Monetary policy became the primary instrument of stabilization.
      Where Mark I relied on private-debt creation, Mark ii rests on public-debt accumulation and
      large-scale asset purchases by central banks. This is the financial
      scaffolding of the interregnum. In this new regime, regulatory
      pressure and the search for yield favoured shadow banking, which
      expanded on a vast scale. By the early 2020s the broad non-bank
      financial intermediation sector accounted for nearly half of global
      financial assets and had grown by well over 100 per cent relative
      to 2009.footnote29 Ownership
      concentration also intensified enormously.footnote30 The ‘Big
      Three’—BlackRock, Vanguard and State Street—nearly quadrupled their
      combined stakes in S&P 500 companies from about 6 per cent in
      2008 to over 20 per cent by 2025, becoming universal owners whose
      management fees rise inexorably with asset-price inflation.

      

      
      4. subordinate financialization

      Subordinate financialization is the peripheral
      counterpart of core financialization, resulting from the processes
      by which capital flows, largely originating in core financial
      systems and driven by portfolio choices tied to core monetary
      policy, integrate peripheral economies as sites of valorization.
      Despite emerging markets’ expanding share of global output, capital
      flows remain heavily concentrated within the core: the us alone captured 41 percent of global gross
      inflows in 2022–23, nearly double its proportion just five years
      earlier.footnote32 Subordinate
      financialization arises when peripheral economies are inserted into
      these circuits as dependent nodes. Their domestic financial systems
      are transformed by the flows of loanable capital, and their
      reproduction becomes structurally tied to liquidity conditions
      determined in core states. Subordinate financialization operates
      through mechanisms that transfer resources from periphery to core
      while intensifying instability in subordinate economies.footnote33 This is not a
      delayed or incomplete version of core financialization, but a
      distinct mode, shaped by peripheral positions in global production
      and finance.

      A central mechanism linking production-chain
      and financial subordination operates through the balance sheet.
      Subordinate positions in global chains generate dollar-liquidity
      dependencies. Suppliers face extended payment terms imposed by lead
      firms, such as 60–90-day receivables against immediate wage and
      input costs, requiring continuous financing for working capital.
      Dollar invoicing creates currency exposure independent of final
      sales, while technological subordination creates regular
      dollar-denominated obligations for licences, imported components
      and technical services. Peripheral suppliers are typically unable
      to finance these gaps from retained earnings, since their margins
      are so compressed, or from domestic credit alone, given the
      prohibitive costs of high interest rates, pushing them towards
      dollar-denominated credit accessed through the banking networks of
      lead enterprises, or through local banks reliant on
      foreign-currency funding. The productive circuit thus embeds dollar
      liabilities directly into the requirements of chain participation.
      These firm-level dependencies aggregate into macro-level
      balance-of-payments pressures. Chain integration generates
      systematic currency mismatches across the corporate sector, regular
      dollar outflows for technology payments and profit repatriation,
      and external financing requirements that exceed trade
      performance.

      The subordinate financialization regime
      emerges as the necessary response, to stabilize an economy whose
      productive integration rests on dollar-denominated balance sheets:
      without it, corporate-sector dollar obligations would produce
      recurring payments crises; with it, the state absorbs adjustment
      costs. Peripheral central banks, unlike those of the core, cannot
      expand balance sheets freely, conduct large-scale asset purchases
      or backstop shadow banks. Their policy space is determined by the
      exchange rate and the constant threat of capital flight. They are
      obliged to accumulate large foreign-exchange reserves,
      predominantly in dollars, adopt inflation targeting and maintain
      high policy interest rates—not because domestic conditions require
      it, but because these frameworks signal commitment to returns that
      compensate for low currency liquidity. Reserve accumulation
      functions as self-insurance against instability, but these holdings
      of core assets earn low returns while domestic borrowing costs
      remain high. Resources that could fund development are thus
      immobilized, effecting a continuous transfer from periphery to core
      levied by the world money hierarchy—a structural transfer reflected
      in Figure 1, where peripheral self-insurance underpins the
      liquidity of the dollar order. To neutralize the inflationary
      impact of reserve accumulation while keeping domestic interest
      rates attractive to foreign investors, peripheral central banks
      ‘sterilize’ inflows by issuing domestic debt. These operations hand
      to local banks liquid public securities, accelerating domestic
      financialization and financializing the state itself.

      

      
      5. the imperial apparatus

      The hierarchy sustained by world money and
      subordinate financialization presupposes a broader apparatus that
      governs production, trade, investment and technology across
      borders; one that encompasses intellectual-property regimes,
      technical standards, logistics chains and market-access rules. The
      dollar hierarchy allocates liquidity and enforces adjustment, but
      it functions only within this wider framework. Neither productive
      nor financial capital can reproduce itself internationally without
      binding rules and collateral infrastructures, backed by coercive
      authority. Production chains require enforceable terms of entry,
      while financial circuits require the monetary and legal structures
      that secure liquidity and settlement across borders. Productive
      capital’s internationalization depends on rules for investment,
      technology transfer, procurement and intra-firm pricing. Financial
      capital’s global reach depends on payment infrastructures,
      collateral standards and liquidity backstops. Both depend on legal
      frameworks that serve their deeper interests, but their
      requirements are distinct: the wto
      and the trips Agreement serve
      production chains, while swift and
      foreign-exchange swap lines serve financial circuits. Yet they must
      be coordinated, and world money power is central to this
      coordination. The state that issues the dollar controls both the
      terms of production-chain control and the infrastructure of
      financial settlement.

      Post-1945 us
      hegemony rested on a combination of dollar-based world money under
      Bretton Woods and productive dominance—roughly half of global
      manufacturing output in 1945. This share declined to just over 10
      per cent by the late 2010s while monetary predominance has slipped
      only slightly below 60 per cent: the central paradox of
      contemporary imperialism. Postwar us multinationals reorganized global production
      through vertically integrated affiliates and the first modern
      production chains, while post-1980s financial deregulation placed
      us institutions at the centre of
      international credit and securities markets. Calculations using
      bis Global Liquidity Indicators (Q2
      2025) show that cross-border financial claims rose from roughly 35
      per cent of world gdp in 1970 to
      more than 410 per cent by 2007 and remain at around 385 per cent in
      2025. The material basis of us
      hegemony thus shifted from domestic industrial strength to the
      capacity to set and enforce the institutional frameworks that
      organize global production, finance and money.

      With the crisis of 2007–09, a new hegemonic
      structure emerged in which domination became more overt. Financial
      and monetary authority now generate a form of imperial power that
      relies less on mutual accommodation and more on unilateral capacity
      to enforce balance-sheet adjustments. Table 2 shows that countries
      with direct access to Federal Reserve swap facilities tend to have
      significant political as well as trade ties with the us. The currencies of some of these countries
      have raised their share in global reserves, but in practice they
      are little more than dollar proxies resting on swap lines. Foreign
      official and private investors now hold us Treasury securities worth roughly 9 trillion
      dollars, about one third of marketable stock; meanwhile,
      central-bank balance sheets around the world are stuffed with
      us public paper.footnote39 The us borrows heavily and sustains the liquidity
      of the financial assets it issues through dollar dominance. Beyond
      the Federal Reserve, international financial institutions such as
      the imf, World Bank and
      bis help to govern monetary
      relations and allocate crisis liquidity. Trade institutions, such
      as the wto and trips, codify rules for production chains and
      safeguard lead-firm profits. Regulatory bodies, including the
      International Organization of Securities Commissions (iosco) and the Financial Action Task Force
      (fatf), set binding protocols for
      payment systems, collateral eligibility and accounting standards.
      These organizations embed the prevailing organization of
      production, finance and money into the operational routines of
      subordinate states.

      [image: Table 2: International Central Bank, Trade and Political Ties with the US. Table showing high percent shares of US military personnel overseas etc correlated to Federal Reserve swap line access]
      As Katharina Pistor has shown, contemporary
      capitalism relies on the legal ‘coding’ of capital through contract
      law, property rights, collateral rules, bankruptcy procedures and
      conflict-of-law doctrines that allow asset ownership to retain
      priority, durability and enforceability across borders.footnote40 These legal
      techniques are routinely embedded in cross-border financial and
      commercial contracts, which overwhelmingly specify New York or
      English law as the governing jurisdiction. The result is the
      reproduction of a transnational legal space in which certain
      national legal orders function as de facto global law. This legal
      coding is integral to the operation of world money.
      Dollar-denominated claims derive their global acceptability not
      only from Federal Reserve liquidity provision but from the
      certainty that they can be enforced, restructured or seized within
      legal systems aligned with the hegemonic state. Trade and
      investment regimes such as the wto
      and trips help to stabilize
      production chains, while private law governs securities issuance,
      repo, derivatives, asset custody and collateral valuation.
      Together, these mechanisms allow the dollar to operate as world
      money by ensuring that claims denominated in it are legally
      protected across jurisdictions. The command of world money rests on
      the ability to universalize particular legal forms without
      universal political authority.

      A parallel layer of rules governs the
      recording and taxation of multinational profits. oecd guidelines permit intra-firm pricing and
      royalty flows that shift value to low-tax jurisdictions aligned
      with the core, systematically eroding fiscal capacity. Taxation is
      not a domestic preserve but a structural mechanism that redirects
      surplus from fragmented production chains towards the monetary and
      financial centre. Payment and bank messaging systems are another
      integral component of the dollar order: networks such as
      swift enable clearing among
      internationally active banks, but also correspondent banking
      channels and other dollar-based clearing systems dominate
      cross-border transactions. The prevalence of the dollar in these
      mechanisms has become ever more notable since 2007–09, as Figure 2
      shows. Many of these channels are subject to us jurisdiction or fall under the reach of the
      us Treasury and the Federal
      Reserve. Exclusion from them can cripple a state’s capacity to
      engage in international settlement.

      [image: Figure 2: Leading Currencies' Share of International Payments, 2010–2024; chart showing US dollars climing from around 30% to around 45% as a share; Euros dropping from about 40% to around 20%, and the remainder other currencies.]
      These institutional layers interlock:
      capital-account liberalization enables portfolio flows that finance
      working capital in production chains; dollar invoicing generates
      payment flows channelled through hegemon-controlled clearing
      systems; reserve accumulation recycles peripheral funds into core
      debt markets. The apparatus converts hegemonic capacity into
      operational necessity at every point where capitals cross borders.
      The imperial state does not merely ‘manage’ institutions like the
      imf or swift; it deploys its control over the
      connectivity they provide as a weapon. By conditioning access to
      these infrastructures, it enforces balance-sheet discipline across
      the periphery, ensuring that the requirements of the pairing are
      met even in moments of systemic crisis and that the risks of global
      accumulation are redistributed toward the subordinate layers of the
      hierarchy.

      The eu and
      Japan illustrate the position of established producers within the
      imperial order. Both possess globally competitive multinationals,
      high industrial and technological capacity and a degree of regional
      influence. Yet neither issues true world money, controls global
      payment or collateral systems, or commands the institutional
      apparatus that governs the world market. The relative weakness of
      the old imperial powers does not, however, signify the emergence of
      a unified transnational capitalist class. us, European and Japanese multinational
      enterprises operate through shared production chains and financial
      infrastructures, but their strategic horizons remain tied to the
      monetary and institutional capacities of their own states.
      Competition among the old imperialists persists but is contained by
      the structures of global finance and especially world money.
      European and Japanese capitals may rival us productive capacity, but their inability to
      issue world money corresponds to an absence of global authority and
      second-rate military power.

      imf
      cofer data (October 2025) shows
      that the euro’s share of allocated official reserves has never
      exceeded 25 per cent and stood at around 20 per cent in 2025. The
      ecb provides no global liquidity
      facilities, and euro-area sovereign debt does not function as
      international collateral. The eurozone still lacks a fiscal union
      or a unified lender of last resort for sovereign debt. European
      states do not possess the coercive monetary infrastructure that
      sustains dollar dominance. Germany’s position is especially
      revealing: its industrial dominance within Europe coexists with
      monetary relegation, because German enterprises depend on
      integration into dollar-denominated trade and financial circuits.
      Germany exercises conditional hegemony within the eu through industrial and fiscal leverage, yet
      this authority is confined to eu
      structures and offers no challenge to us global power. German acceptance of
      us-led sanctions on Russian energy
      in 2022 at severe cost to its own industrial base confirmed that
      even the regional hegemon subordinates its core interests to the
      monetary order. Japan occupies an analogous position: despite its
      advanced manufacturing base, the yen accounts for less than 4 per
      cent of global reserves and plays no significant international
      role.

      The main challenge to us hegemony now emanates from emergent centres
      of capitalist accumulation in the former periphery. Over the past
      four decades, China, Russia, India, Brazil and others have built
      substantial industrial bases, technological capacities and
      outward-oriented financial sectors. To varying degrees, they
      maintain domestic anchors that permit resistance to external
      discipline, even as they remain integrated into the world market.
      Unlike older imperial powers, they are not generally inclined to
      pursue territorial expansion; rather, they seek greater voice in
      the making of rules for trade, technology, investment—and, over the
      longer term, in creating world money. In 2024, China accounted for
      almost 30 per cent of global manufacturing value added and 15 per
      cent of world merchandise exports, compared with, respectively,
      about 10 and 9 per cent for the us.
      State-owned enterprises dominate strategic sectors, while China has
      built parallel institutions that partly bypass us-led multilateral structures: the Belt and
      Road Initiative and Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank. Yet
      China’s monetary capacity remains sharply constrained. The renminbi
      accounted for less than 3 per cent of allocated global reserves and
      cross-border payments in mid-2025. Roughly half of world trade is
      invoiced in dollars, while less than 5 per cent is in
      renminbi.footnote41 Chinese public debt
      does not qualify as global collateral, and the People’s Bank of
      China provides no liquidity backstop for international markets.
      Chinese balance sheets—those of large enterprises and banks
      alike—are embedded in dollar structures, while capital controls
      that safeguard domestic stability block full renminbi
      convertibility and its emergence as a liquid global asset.

      China is a productive superpower hemmed in by
      a monetary and institutional hierarchy it does not control.
      Enterprise-level balance sheets reinforce the point, as evidenced
      by Table 1: Chinese enterprises operate with thin long-term market
      funding and a heavier reliance on short-term credit than
      us or even uk enterprises. While it is plausible that they
      have more reliable implicit backing from their government, the
      maturity structure of corporate borrowing mirrors the monetary
      hierarchy. A productive challenger whose firms cannot routinely
      fund themselves at long maturities in their own currency is in no
      position to sustain a rival world money regime. Parallel Chinese
      institutions mitigate some exposure but cannot dismantle the
      underlying order. Even these, such as the New Development Bank,
      remain marginal, as do bilateral swap lines and the Cross-Border
      Interbank Payment System (cips).
      cips processes little more than 12
      per cent of swift’s dollar volume.
      China therefore faces a structural dilemma. Capital controls
      insulate domestic credit from market volatility but preclude the
      renminbi’s internationalization. World money status historically
      required the opposite: deep integration into global credit markets,
      high quality collateral and legal protection for foreign creditors.
      Chinese state ownership and strategic oversight, which jointly
      underpinned rapid accumulation after the 1970s, now impede monetary
      internationalization. China has become subject to rules it did not
      write, settling obligations in a currency it does not issue and
      accumulating reserves in its rival’s public debt.

      Russia presents a distinct type of challenge.
      It is a major military power with an entrenched role in energy
      markets and, since 2022, a demonstrated ability to absorb severe
      financial sanctions and sustain prolonged military conflict. The
      resilience of the Russian economy demonstrates that capacity in
      energy and raw materials, combined with state control and military
      power, can support partial exit from dollar circuits. Yet Russia’s
      example also confirms the limits: thus far it has held up under
      pressure from the ‘collective West’ but failed to produce an
      alternative, leaving it as a geopolitical contestant rather than a
      rival hegemon. The 2022 freezing of approximately 300 billion
      dollars in Russian Central Bank assets illustrates both how
      monetary authority can function coercively and the potential for
      contradictions within the core. Faced with an increasingly coercive
      us that seeks to impose its own
      deal with Russia, in December 2025 the European powers unilaterally
      opted to earmark Russian money to fund the continuation of war in
      Ukraine. The legality of this action is threadbare, its political
      recklessness extraordinary.

      us air and
      naval power underpins the conditions of world market integration.
      It secures critical sea lanes, such as Hormuz, Malacca, Bab
      el-Mandeb, Suez, Panama and key Indian Ocean routes, whose
      disruption would sever global production chains. In effect, the
      bulk of oil, gas, grain and container shipments, along with the
      satellite and undersea cable systems that coordinate payments and
      logistics, operate under a security umbrella ultimately dependent
      on the us and allies. In value
      terms, roughly 90 per cent of global trade moves by sea, and
      us naval strategy explicitly
      positions American and allied forces as the guarantors of these
      routes.footnote42 us military power also ensures the
      uninterrupted energy flows essential to industrial reproduction and
      bolsters the legal and technological foundations of global
      accumulation: intellectual property regimes, semiconductor supply
      chokepoints, satellite constellations and cloud infrastructures
      depend on enforceable us
      jurisdiction. Cross-border investment proceeds on the expectation
      of us diplomatic and military
      protection.

      

      
      6. conclusion

      The world has entered an interregnum. The
      hegemonic order faces challenges from states with sufficient
      strength to resist—as indicated by wars in Ukraine and the Middle
      East, alongside escalating tensions in East Asia. These struggles
      represent not a clash of social systems but a contest among powers
      over the institutional and monetary architecture of the world
      market. This configuration echoes the rivalries among leading
      capitalist states before 1914 and renders the present moment no
      less perilous. The old order persists through institutional inertia
      and monetary dominance even as the productive foundations of
      us power erode and challengers
      strengthen. There is no rival institutional complex with comparable
      reach. The hierarchy is embedded in law, standards and
      balance-sheet commitments, and is resistant to renegotiation. This
      structural blockage renders the current contest dangerous; the risk
      emerges precisely from the impasse. The challengers have achieved
      sufficient productive and military capacity to resist subordination
      but lack the monetary and institutional power to rewrite the rules.
      The hegemon retains world money dominance but faces eroding
      productive primacy and constrained military freedom of action.
      Neither side can impose resolution; neither can accept permanent
      subordination. The result is a tendency towards escalation on
      multiple fronts: trade, technology, finance, payments, reserves and
      military positioning. Balance-sheet decoupling proceeds in
      technology, finance and payments, dissolving the integration that
      once constrained conflict. The systemic basis for war lies in the
      impossibility of orderly succession within a monetary hierarchy
      that is singular, coercive and increasingly contested.

      The current configuration does not point to a
      single deterministic outcome. Three trajectories remain possible.
      First, a prolonged interregnum in which dollar hierarchy persists
      with rising frictions: fragmented payment corridors, defensive
      industrial policy, military enforcement and periodic crises routed
      largely through balance sheets. Second, a managed fragmentation in
      which monetary and productive blocs consolidate more autonomy—yuan
      zone, euro zone, dollar zone—while remaining tethered to
      us liquidity. This outcome is
      highly unlikely under present conditions. Third, a contested
      transition in which rivalry spills more directly into the monetary
      and financial sphere. Confrontation takes the form of pressure on
      chokepoints, technology controls and aggressive use of finance. The
      end point is war—often the source of systemic change in the history
      of capitalism. The nuclear constraint makes outright world war
      unlikely, but the possibility cannot be excluded. The monetary
      order cannot be re-made peacefully. The escalation already
      underway—reserve seizures, payments exclusion, technology embargos,
      militarized logistics and proxy wars—is not a temporary disturbance
      but the early phase of a deeper conflict.

      

      

    

  
    

    
      References

      
      	Xi Ruochen, In Search of Good Books, NLR 157, January–February 2026 (newleftreview.org)

      	Rohana Kuddus, Prabowo’s Year One, NLR 157, January–February 2026 (newleftreview.org)

      	Costas Lapavitsas, A Topography of the New Dollar Imperialism, NLR 157, January–February 2026 (newleftreview.org)

      

    

  OEBPF/images/cover.png
=

EpubPress

NLR157





OEBPF/images/X8eXKg1vU.png
TaBLE 2: International Central Bank, Trade and Political Ties with the US

Central Bank

Federal Reserve
Swap Line Limit
(2021, $US bn)

% Share US
Imports (2021)

% Share US
Exports (2021)

% Share US
Military Personnel
Overseas (2025)

Bank of Japan Unlimited 4.52 379 35.06
European Central Bank Unlimited 14.66 12.62 34.8
Bank of England Unlimited 1.89 3.13 6.55
Bank of Canada Unlimited 11.99 15.7 o.I
Swiss National Bank Unlimited 2.3 L2 0.01
Bank of Korea 6o 3.19 3.34 15.46
Reserve Bank of Australia 6o 0.42 134 0.2
Ig/[il(irglae[t)a(l)?;Authoriw of 6o 0.99 179 o.17
Banco de Mexico 6o 12.84 14.06 0.06
Banco Central do Brasil 6o 1.05 238 0.04
Sveriges Riksbank 6o 0.5 0.27 0.01
Norges Bank 30 0.23 0.2 0.05
Danmarks Nationalbank 30 0.41 0.18 0.01
Reserve Banlk of New 30 o7 019
Total 54.99 6o.19 92.53

Sources: Federal Reserve Bank of New York, Open Market Operations During 2021; Us Census Bureau,
Us Trade in Goods by Country (author’s calculations); Defense Manpower Data Center Workforce

Reports (author’s calculations).
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