
 

 

저 시-비 리- 경 지 2.0 한민  

는 아래  조건  르는 경 에 한하여 게 

l  저 물  복제, 포, 전송, 전시, 공연  송할 수 습니다.  

다 과 같  조건  라야 합니다: 

l 하는,  저 물  나 포  경 ,  저 물에 적 된 허락조건
 명확하게 나타내어야 합니다.  

l 저 터  허가를 면 러한 조건들  적 되지 않습니다.  

저 에 른  리는  내 에 하여 향  지 않습니다. 

것  허락규약(Legal Code)  해하  쉽게 약한 것 니다.  

Disclaimer  

  

  

저 시. 하는 원저 를 시하여야 합니다. 

비 리. 하는  저 물  리 목적  할 수 없습니다. 

경 지. 하는  저 물  개 , 형 또는 가공할 수 없습니다. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/kr/legalcode
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/kr/


Master’s Thesis of International Studies 
 

 
 
 
 

 
The Political, Economic and Social Causes of Hong Kong Protests 

2014, 2019 쐣봿 낲듚딮 뒦땎髒 삏랫 

 

 

 

 

February 2021  

 

Graduate School of International Studies  

Seoul National University  

International Area Studies Major  

 

MIN, Jiyun 





II 
 

ABSTRACT 

In recent years, Hong Kong has evidenced the waves of protests demanding the rights and 

freedom. In the city that enjoys almost full employment and high per capita GDP, what made the citizens 

risk their city’s own prospects and throng the streets? The paper examines the key reasons of the Hong 

Kong protests in 2014 (The Umbrella Movement) and 2019 (Anti-extradition bill protests) with the 

background, occurrences, and consequences of the two protests. 

The 2014 protest demanded the right to democratically elect their next chief executive from 

among candidates nominated through open and fair processes, rather than the proposed undemocratic 

selection process. The proximate cause of the 2019 protest is the introduction of Extradition Bill and 

people marched in support of five demands. The movements were under the leadership of Hong Kong 

youth and rather organic than organized, inherently loose in structure. Digital media and internet 

technology were widely used in the movement, served as a platform for circulating information and 

participating in the movement and allowed for the rapid deployment of protestors. Slogans in both 

protests have mobilized diverse cultural and historical and portrayed Hong Kong’s distinctiveness 
reinforcing a sense of cultural community among the population. 

These social movements can be interpreted as the result of the ambiguous institutional framework. 

“One Country, Two System” principle is conflict-prone because the relationship between “one country” 

and “two system” is paradoxical. Pursuing “one country” may diminish the value of “two system” 
whereas reinforcing “two system” would weaken “one country”. The foundation of “one country” should 
be maintained while respecting the difference of “two systems”. Yet, the institutional framework does not 

specify how much of the difference be acknowledged, and how strong the foundation be emphasized. 

People’s lack of confidence in the central and local government were the deep-rooted cause of the 

protest movements. In the absence of a trusting relationship with the central government, people believed 

that the amendments were designed for the motherland’s effective control over Hong Kong. The 
irresponsiveness of the local government and its strategy to use police force and emergency law only 

escalated people’s anger.  

They were also underpinned by the general overheated dissatisfaction towards Mainland control 

and Mainland Chinese who challenge locals for the jobs, properties and many other resources. Many 

young protesters are frustrated by the low upward mobility, narrowing job prospects and rising living 

expenses that they believe the government and Mainland Chinese are responsible for. Moreover, the Hong 

Kong government was lenient and limited in nation-building process in Hong Kong citizens, which led to 

the failure in the process of building a countrywide Chinese identity.  
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The protests represent Hong Kong’s fight for a democratic political system and the struggle for 
genuine democracy in Hong Kong. When “One Country” was forced over “Two Systems” in political, 

social and economic sphere and waned the city’s uniqueness and core values, Hong Kong citizens took to 

the streets demanding their rights and freedom.  

 

Keywords: Hong Kong Protests, One Country Two Systems, Umbrella Movement, Anti-extradition Bill 

Protests, Political Protests  

Student Number: 2018-29113
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INTRODUCTION  

Streets and walls covered with flyers and spray paints criticizing the police and the government 

are now all cleaned out. Those spots are instead filled with billboards and posters promoting the national 

security law.1 The new law came into effect at 23:00 local time on 30 June, an hour before the 23rd 

anniversary of the city’s handover from Britain to China. The national security law, unanimously passed 

by the Standing Committee of the National People's Congress, criminalizes four categories of broadly 

defined offenses: secession, subversion, terrorism, and collusion with foreign or external forces to 

endanger national security. It gives Beijing extensive powers to crack down on political crimes, radically 

changing the life of Hong Kong. What critics called “the end of Hong Kong” seems to have commenced 

in the once-liberal city. 

The security law is a response to last year’s pro-democracy protests. In recent years, Hong Kong 

has seen waves of protests demanding their rights and freedom. In the city that enjoys almost full 

employment and high per capita GDP, mass protests of such scale and intensity are seemingly unlikely. 

Given the city’s proximity and the economic benefits it harnesses from its motherland, mass prospects 

that may impair its relations with Beijing and tarnish its international image perhaps are not the most 

logical reaction. Then what made the citizens risk their city’s own prospects and throng the streets of 

Hong Kong?  

Motivated by this question, I intend to describe and explain the key reasons of the Hong Kong 

protests in 2014 (The Umbrella Movement) and 2019 (Anti-extradition bill protests) with the background, 

occurrences, and consequences of the two protests in this paper. Based on the judgment of the scale and 

importance of the protests, the paper has not covered every protest event of 2014 and 2019 and event after 

the promulgation of the National Security Law.   

 
1The Law of the People's Republic of China on Safeguarding National Security in the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region; It has six chapters and a total of 66 articles and inserted in Annex III of the Basic Law. The 
law applies to Hong Kong permanent residents and non-residents, and those outside Hong Kong who violate the law.  
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BACKGROUND 

The Paradoxical Nature of ‘One Country, Two Systems’ 

To fully understand the fundamental causes of the conflict between Hong Kong and Beijing, it is 

necessary to have an accurate understanding of “One Country, Two system” and its characteristics.  

Under the “one country, two systems” principle, Beijing guaranteed Hong Kong “a high degree of 
autonomy” with an administration led by an elected chief executive, for fifty years beyond 1997. The 

principle was meant to ensure a smooth transition of Hong Kong from the Crown Colony to Special 

Administration Region of China in 1997. Under the terms of the Sino-British Joint Declaration of 1984, 

Hong Kong retains its own legal system based on common law, their capitalist economy and way of life. 

The government would be elected by Hong Kong people. Mainland laws and regulations would not be 

applied to Hong Kong and Beijing would not interfere in Hong Kong affairs except regarding foreign 

affairs. The constitutional document of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR), the 

Basic Law of Hong Kong (Basic Law), codified this policy into legal provisions. In brief, “One Country, 

Two Systems” policy provides the following key elements:  

• The Hong Kong Special Administrative Region is part of the People’s Republic of China. 

• The region has a high degree of autonomy and enjoys executive, legislative and 

independent judicial power, including that of final adjudication. 

• The socialist system and policies shall not be practised in the Hong Kong Special 

Administrative Region, and the previous capitalist system and way of life shall remain 

unchanged for 50 years. 

• Hong Kong residents shall have, among other things, freedom of speech, freedom of the 

press and of publication; freedom of association, freedom of assembly, freedom of 

procession, of demonstration, of communication, of movement, of conscience, of 

religious belief, and of marriage; and the right and freedom to form and join trade unions, 

and to strike. 

• The Chief Executive of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region shall be selected 

by election or through consultations held locally and be appointed by the Central People's 

Government. 

 Though “One country, two system” is a politically expedient principle that satisfied Beijing, the 

United Kingdom and Hong Kong, it was very much a “void” concept (Wong, 2008). Clear and explicitly 

regulated contents, such as a clear-cut demarcation of internal affairs or Hong Kong-China affairs, were 

missing from the beginning, meaning that its connotation can and will be decided by the power following 
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a particular circumstance. “One Country, Two System”, a principle not sufficiently enshrined legal 
framework is an innovative political concept on the one hand, and a hollow shell that has given Beijing a 

means to strengthen its authority over Hong Kong, on the other.  

The institutional framework itself is conflict-prone because the relationship between “one country” 
and “two system” is paradoxical. There is no constitutionally defined line of jurisdiction in the principle 
(Wong, 2008). Pursuing “one country” may diminish the value of “two  system” whereas reinforcing “two 
system” would weaken “one country”. The “foundation of one country” should be maintained while 

respecting the difference “of two systems”. Yet, how much of the difference should be acknowledged, 

and how strong the foundation be emphasized?  

The institutional framework has been either moving toward the direction of ‘‘One Country’’ or 
moving toward the direction of ‘‘Two Systems.’ (So, 2011). By the first years after the handover, Beijing 

allowed a high degree of autonomy as promised and maintained a position of non-intervention. Not only 

there was no arrest of democrats but they were allowed to speak freely about the government and the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) (So, 2011). In general, the freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, and 

rights to vote were largely allowed and untouched by the Mainland. In recent years however, the SAR 

government continuously attempted to strengthen “One Country”  and tighten the social order in the name 

of national security and prosperity. When “One country” overwhelmed “Two systems”, Hong Kong 

citizens took to the streets demanding their rights and freedom. 

In 2003, for instance, there was an attempt to strengthen “One Country”. The Hong Kong 

government attempted to implement The Article 23 of the Basic Law which states:  

The Hong Kong Special Administrative Region shall enact laws on its own to prohibit 

any act of treason, secession, sedition, subversion against the Central People's Government, or 

theft of state secrets, to prohibit foreign political organisations or bodies from conducting 

political activities in the Region, and to prohibit political organisations or bodies of the Region 

from establishing ties with foreign political organisations or bodies. 

Fearing that the proposed National Security (Legislative Provisions) Bill 2003 would compromise the 

freedom of speech and press, 500,000 Hong Kong citizens marched to the street on July 1st, 2003. As a 

result of public’s serious condemnation of the wrong strategic move, James Tien, the Chairman of Liberal 

Party resigned from the Executive Council and the bill was withdrawn indefinitely.  

As shown, when the city’s uniqueness and core values were waned by “One Country” being 
forced over “Two Systems” - The anti-Article 23 protest in 2003, the patriotism debate in 2003–2004, the 
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cultural heritage protection campaigns of 2004–2010, and the anti-National Education protests in 2012 – 

people showed defiance. 

PROTESTS 

Hong Kong Protests 2014  

The 2014 protest is another case that shows Hong Kong’s struggle to fight for “two systems”. It 
took place in response to the decision to put restrictions to candidates who could be elected as Hong 

Kong’s Chief Executive by the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress (NPCSC) of 

People’s Republic of China (PRC). Protesters demanded “genuine universal suffrage” or the right to 

democratically elect their next chief executive from among candidates nominated through open and fair 

processes, rather than the proposed undemocratic selection process. 

The Basic Law provides the ultimate goal is the selection of the Chief Executive and the 

Legislative Council (LegCo) by universal suffrage. Article 45 of the Basic Law says: 

The Chief Executive of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region shall be selected by 

election or through consultations held locally and be appointed by the Central People’s 

Government. 

The method for selecting the Chief Executive shall be specified in the light of the actual situation 

in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region and in accordance with the principle of gradual 

and orderly progress. The ultimate aim is the selection of the Chief Executive by universal 

suffrage upon nomination by a broadly representative nominating committee in accordance with 

democratic procedures. 

 
As for the Legislative Council, Article 68 of the Basic Law stipulates that: 

 
The Legislative Council of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region shall be constituted by 

election. 

 

The method for forming the Legislative Council shall be specified in the light of the actual 

situation in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region and in accordance with the principle 

of gradual and orderly progress. The ultimate aim is the election of all the members of the 

Legislative Council by universal suffrage. 
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The membership of the committee was effectively controlled by Beijing and the candidate 

preferred by Beijing was selected of election since the handover. Since 2003, Hong Kong have held in-

depth discussions on constitutional reform. As how and when these constitutional aspirations should be 

realized are not specified however, Beijing maintained its control on the selection process and thus the 

committee was dominated by pro-Beijing members. Finally, in 2007, the NPCSC agreed to rule out the 

democratic electoral system for the election of the fifth chief executive in 2017, and eventually for all 

members of the LegCo.2 The decision of NPCSC provides: 

The election of the fifth Chief Executive of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region in the 

year 2017 may be implemented by the method of universal suffrage, that after the Chief Executive 

is selected by universal suffrage, the election of the Legislative Council of Hong Kong Special 

Administrative Region may be implemented by the method of electing all members by universal 

suffrage. 

However, in August 2014 that same committee set out new regulations for the nomination of the 

candidates, which would allow Beijing to maintain control over nomination and guarantee the expected 

election result. To elaborate, the decision of NPCSC included a rule that Hong Kong voters mush elect 

the Chief executive from two or three candidates selected by a 1200-member Nominating Committee and 

the candidates must be “patriotic” and “love the country and Hong Kong”.3 This has resulted in mass 

democratic movement in Hong Kong, known as the Umbrella Movement4 or Occupy Central with Love 

and Peace movement.  

The movement was initiated by two university professors, Benny Tai Yiu-Ting, Chan Kin-man, 

and Reverend Chu Yiu-ming and the leadership formed with the Hong Kong Federation of Students 

(HKFS) and a high-school students’ group called Scholarism. The protestors demanded the electoral 

system that satisfies the international standards in relation to universal and equal suffrage,5 that is, the 

right to democratically elect their next chief executive from among candidates nominated through open 

and fair processes, rather than the proposed undemocratic selection process. As a way to seize moral high 

 
2 The Hong Kong Special Administrative Region Government (2013). Methods for Selecting the Chief Executive in 
2017 and for Forming the Legislative Council in 2016 Consultation Document (PDF). p. 3. 
3 Li Fei, chairman of the NPCSC Law Committee on 22 November 2013. https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-
kong/article/1363262/catch-22-situation-looms-over-election-chief-executive-2017?page=all 
4 Umbrella Movement, Occupy Movement, Occupy Central (zhanling zhonghuan 佔領中環), and Occupy Central 
with Love and Peace movement are equivalent terms for the 2014 protest referred to in this report.  
Because protesters used umbrellas (often yellow) to shield themselves from polices’ tear gas and pepper spray, the 
protests became known as the Umbrella Movement. Yellow umbrellas later became a defining symbol of Hong 
Kong’s democracy protests and of passive resistance. 
5 The full text of the manifesto is availa ble on the official website of Occupy Central, 
http://oclphk.wordpress.com/2013/03/27/english/ 
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ground and secure the support of proactive as well as conservative members of society (Kan, 2013), the 

protest allowed an absolute non-violence. Protesters occupied Central, the business and financial centre 

and several regions across the Victoria Harbor. Demonstrations later spread to Mong Kok and Causeway 

Bay, heavily populated and the major tourist shopping areas in Hong Kong. Like other sit-in 

demonstrations, encampments of tents and barricades were installed to close major highways and shopping 

roads to traffic, and various support facilities such as canteens, study areas and artwork were built on the 

streets (Flowerdew, 2017). Support facilities assisted the clean and orderly demonstration. University 

students staged a week of class boycotts to oppose the NPCSC decision.  

The intensity and scale escalated with the involvement of alleged police abuse. The police cleared 

occupied areas using a court injunction order as an excuse. Power abuse by the police against citizens e.g. 

tear gas, pepper spray, water cannons, batons and physical violence triggered more citizens to support the 

movement. Studies show that the police applied excessive force and caused mental and physical injuries 

to more than 2000 people.6 The Hong Kong public and international audience became critical to the 

central and SAR government when police beat a protestor with police batons and fired 87 shots of tear gas 

(Hui & Lau, 2015). Some of the anti-Occupy group were known to be linked to triad gangs. The use of 

violence further agitated protesters into continuing their movement for 79 days. Meanwhile, there were 

televised debates, speeches, songs and various activities on the protest sites. The discussion between 

student leaders including Alex Chow of HKFS and a government delegation led by deputy leader Carrie 

Lam provided no turning point in the ongoing stalemate. The government encouraged transport 

companies to take legal action.7 As recognized as “illegal”, the movement was eventually cleared out by 

court injunctions. 1.2 million, about one fifth of the population, are estimated to have participated in the 

Movement.8 Despite the passionate participation, the protest didn’t make any discernible progress towards 

its initial goals—securing universal suffrage, and removing the current chief executive, CY Leung. 

A total of 247 people was arrested and 909 were registered by police for illegally staying in the 

restricted areas (Hui & Lau, 2015). Movement activists have known to be the target of harassments from 

political opponents. They were intimidated with threats, put under surveillance or tailed, subjected to 

invasions and became victims of hacking (Hung, 2016). Student leaders including Joshua Wong, Nathan 

Law and Alex Chow have been prosecuted and jailed for their participation in acts of protest. The 

government declined repeatedly to identify “external forces'' in the street protests. Pro-Beijing 
 

6 The Professional Commons and Hong Kong In-Media, 2014-2015 Report on Police Violence in the Umbrella  
Movement 
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/Treaties/CAT/Shared%20Documents/HKG/INT_CAT_CSS_HKG_22159_E.pdf  
7 Veg, S. (2015). Legalistic and utopian: Hong Kong’s Umbrella movement. 
8 Hui, V. T. B. (2015). Authoritarianism Goes Global: The Protests and Beyond. Journal of Democracy, 26(2), 111-
121. 
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organizations portrayed the movement as illegal disturbances. CY Leung blamed “radical opposition 

forces” for stirring up trouble while reaffirming his hardline stance on open elections. He argued that 

democratic elections would lead to populist policies and jeopardize Hong Kong’s business-elite-revolving 

capitalism as poorer residents would dominate the electoral process.9 

Hong Kong Protests 2019-20 

The proximate cause of the Hong Kong protest in 2019 is the introduction of legislation in 

February, formally known as The Fugitive Offenders and Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal Matters 

Legislation (Amendment) Bill 2019 – hereinafter referred to as the “extradition bill”. This bill was 

proposed by the Hong Kong SAR government to enable criminal suspects to be transferred to 

jurisdictions with Taiwan, Macau and mainland China, with which the Hong Kong does not have 

extradition agreements.  

The extradition bill was in justification of a case in which a Hong Kong resident was accused of 

murdering his girlfriend in Taiwan and fled to Hong Kong, where no action could be taken against him. 

The legislation posed fear to public and elicited prevailing concern that critics of Chinese regime and 

people deemed guilty by Chinese government may be sent for politically motivated persecution and unfair 

trial in the Mainland. While the government argued for the importance of the extradition bills in plugging 

the legal loophole, people took it as a threat to their freedom and marched down to the streets.   

In June, the protests were generally peaceful but often became violent. On June 9, one million 

people marched to Nathan Road. Three days later, tear gas was fired for the first time following clashes 

outside Legislative Council. The Chief Executive Carrie Lam and the pro-establishment majority of Hong 

Kong’s Legislative Council made possible a second reading of the bill even after several peaceful 

demonstrations that revealed Hong Kong residents’ concern. Lam was seen insensitive and unresponsive 

to their concerns. Despite the government’s announcement of a suspension of the bill on June 15, the 

wave of protests continued and demands were evolved to restart political reform. On June 16, an 

estimated 2 million people, about one third of a total population, dressed in black and marched in support 

of five demands: 1) the bill’s formal withdrawal, 2) retraction of the characterization of the protests as 

"riots", 3) an inquiry into police conduct, 4) the release and exoneration of arrested protesters, and 5) 

resignation of Carrie Lam and universal suffrage.  

In July, protests got more violent and intense. Protesters vandalized the Legislative Council 

complex and the police clashed with protesters inside a shopping mall. Protesters defaced the national 

 
9 https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/article/1621103/cy-leung-democracy-would-see-poor-people-dominate-
hong-kong-vote. 

https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/article/1621103/cy-leung-democracy-would-see-poor-people-dominate-hong-kong-vote
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/article/1621103/cy-leung-democracy-would-see-poor-people-dominate-hong-kong-vote
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emblem at Beijing’s liaison office. Chaos escalated when a mob on white shirts with iron and wooden 

bars indiscriminately attacked at least 45 protesters, journalists and passengers inside Yuen Long MTR 

station. Disappointment towards the police grew highly when people realized that police had failed to take 

action against the Beijing mobilized mob in Yuen Long station. “Reclaim Yuen Long”, a campaign to 
condemn the mob attack, attracted wider support. Protests, angered by what they perceive as an 

increasingly violent police response, started to throw bricks, paint bombs and fire bottles to respond to 

police’s tear gas, beanbag rounds and water cannon. On one hand, attempts to peaceful demonstration 
continued. A candle-lit human chain, known as “Hong Kong way” were formed across Hong Kong. The 
institution workers, specialists and civil servants were increasingly joining the rally during their lunch 

time. On the other hand, protests got even more violent as it continued. As the protests continued, Beijing 

insinuated that they may use force against protestors, and allegedly accused urging companies to fire 

employees who in any way support the movement.10 

In August, there was major disruption to the MTR network and airport. Clashes between radical 

protesters and riot continued in at least seven districts. Due to the mass sit-in, airport was paralyzed and 

over 1000 flights were canceled. The Police fired live warning shots into the air and protesters were 

beaten and arrested inside Prince Edward MTR station. On September 4, Lam announced the formal 

withdrawal of the extradition bill but it was insufficient to calm the residents who are already upset by 

violent police and insensitive government. The disruptions continued throughout the city and students 

started to boycott their education. On October 1, an 18-year-old protester was shot in the chest with a live 

bullet at point-blank range and 1,400 rounds of tear gas were deployed by police to disperse crowds. 

Mainland Chinese-owned or pro-Beijing shops were set target to destroy. MTR, Hong Kong’s railway 

operator was the frequent target as it was accused of pro-Beijing. Police water cannon sprayed blue dye 

on Nathan road eventually coloring the wall of Kowloon Mosque too. Emergency law to ban the use of 

face masks were invoked, triggering a fresh wave of violence. The number of clashes in universities 

turned the campuses into battlefields in November. Meanwhile, the district council elections on 

November 24 recorded the unprecedented landslide victory of pro-democracy, which won 17 out of 18 

districts. In the wake of the pro-democracy camp’s surge in the polls, the violence of recent months has 

died down although radical protesters continued fighting on their will.  

Demonstrations have largely halted since outbreak of the COVID-19 Pandemic in early 2020. 

Police have used coronavirus laws to safeguard citizens and drive away protesters. On 18 April, police 

arrested 15 pro-democracy activists for their activities in 2019. The NPCSC passed the national security 

 
10 https://hongkongfp.com/2019/09/11/explainer-hong-kongs-self-learning-open-source-protest-movement-decides-
next/. 

https://hongkongfp.com/2019/09/11/explainer-hong-kongs-self-learning-open-source-protest-movement-decides-next/
https://hongkongfp.com/2019/09/11/explainer-hong-kongs-self-learning-open-source-protest-movement-decides-next/
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legislation on 28 May, despite the accusation that it is in violation of the “one country, two systems” 
principle. On 30 June, the NPCSC passed the national security law unanimously, without informing the 

public and the local officials of the content of the law. Several protestors, politicians, students were 

arrested for the crime of “secession”, “subversion”, or “collusion”. Meanwhile the government continued 
to tighten its control over anti-China matters by censoring school textbooks and removing any mention of 

the Tiananmen massacre,11 and by removing public figures and teachers who convey “wrong” messages 

about the nation.  

Comparing Two Protests 

Both protests evidenced the rise of a willingness of Hong Kong to protest Beijing’s rule that 
undermines Hong Kong’s democratic value. 2014 protest was aimed to challenge the Hong Kong 

government and the Chief Executive C. Y. Leung, who was believed to have been selected through an 

undemocratic process. It took place in response to the decision to put restrictions to candidates who could 

be elected as Hong Kong’s Chief Executive by the NPCSC of PRC. 2019 protests demanded similar but 

more freedom and rights, which are represented by the protestors’ five demands.  

Leadership  

Young people were at the forefront of both protests. In 2014 protest, students took the initiative 

by radicalizing the demand. In February 2014, Scholarism and HKFS, the two student groups and the 

leading organizations of the protests, put forward a proposal that incorporated the system of civil 

nomination and reform of the nomination committee (Ho, 2019). According to a survey, 61 percent of 

participants of the 2014 protests were under 30 years and 85 percent were under 40. The median age of 

the participants was lower than the median age of the city as a whole, showing that the movement was 

indeed youthful. 

<Table 1: Who Occupied Hong Kong?> 

Age of Occupy 
Central 
Participants 
Surveyed 

Percentage of Total 
Surveyed (1,562 
respondents) 

Age of Hong Kong 
Population* 

Percentage of 
Total Hong 
Kong 
Population** 

<18 7.5% <20 16.2% 

18-24 29.5% 20-24 6.1% 

25-29 23.7% 25-29 7.1% 

 
11 https://hongkongfp.com/2020/08/19/hong-kong-teachers-union-raises-concerns-over-censorship-as-publishers-
revise-textbooks-after-govt-review/. 
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30-39 24.1% 30-39 15.7% 

40-49 6.8% 40-49 16% 

50-64 6.8% 50-64 23.8% 

>64 1.7% >64 15.1% 

* Source: Census and Statistics Department 

** 7.62 million, end-2014 estimate 

Source: Yuen & Cheng (2015) 

Sunflower Movement in Taiwan further inspired Hong Kong students to actively engage in the 

movement. Student took further actions by announcing a class boycott, attempting to besiege the 

Government House to demand a dialogue with Chief Executive Leung and all in all exerting more 

pressure on the government. Joshua Wong rose to a leading figure during 2014 protests and received 

widespread attention as the group's convener.  

Despite the effort, the protest was missing a coherent and assertive leadership and ended up like a 

“pilotless plane” that was but to crash when it ran out of fuel. The decision-making core was absent in the 

student body as the leaders were taken into custody during the movement. Moreover, the movement was 

rather organic than organized, inherently loose in structure. Thus it was hard for protestors to have a clear 

set of plan and well-constructed strategies on how to negotiate, carry out the protests and such. In addition, 

even the leaders themselves were lacking experience and capacity, most of them having been involved in 

movements for only up to two years. Alex Chow (24 years old then) and Lester Shum (22) of HKFS were 

undergraduate students while Joshua Wong (18) and most Scholarism members were only high school 

students. As Financial Times put it, they were “teens doing battle with Beijing”. At the end, the protests 

lost momentum and participants shrunk down, left with no strategy and direction to win any kind of 

negotiations with the Government.  

Likewise, many of the activists and most prominent opposition leaders were still in their 20s in 

2019 protest. Demosisto, a pro-democracy youth activist group, was formed and led by the former leaders 

of Scholarism, Joshua Wong and Agnes Chow, with Nathan Law, former secretary-general of the HKFS. 

University students again were at the core of the movement, boycotting classes and staging a sit-it in and 
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outside campus as a sign of defiance. Young people were the most active in 2019 protests, with the 

percentage of respondents below age ranging from 41.6% to 93.8%.12  

Some see this pilotless-plane “strategy” as a direct response to the government’s crackdown on 

the 2014 protests’ leader while others see it as an actual deficiency of adequate representative. Deliberate 

or not, no single person has risen to the leadership role in 2019 protest, but the Civil Human Rights Front 

– a coalition of 50 organizations including pro-democracy political parties – has been instrumental in 

building and facilitating the protest movement. Information about protest gatherings was passed by 

protesters on secure messaging apps and social media, but with little centralized organization.  To 

communicate, protesters devised hand signals. With the help of organizing body, ‘open source’ 
organization model made large scale mobilization possible. Much like an open source technology where 

someone releases a central code and other participants interact to create a product, protesters used the 

communication channels (e.g. LIHKG forum and Telegram mobile message channels) to brainstorm and 

learn protest ideas and reacted upon the popular comments and suggestions when on streets. This open-

source organization model has worked well for protections of any figurehead from legal action and for 

single-issue defensive campaigns. However, it was deemed not the best long-term approach because it 

makes harder to negotiate with the government as no one can represent the campaign. The protests were 

taken place in a much highly organized fashion despite increased number of participants. 

The Use of Internet 

Digital media and internet technology shaped a new kind of communication environment for 

mass protests. Social media provided a virtual space for political expression and deliberation and played 

an important role (Jones & Li, 2016) in sharing news, pictures and messages of support. For short-term 

tactical maneuvering and constant information-sharing, social media were essential (Agur & Frisch, 2019). 

In fact, in both protests, digital media served as a platform for circulating information and participating in 

the movement. The use of social media allowed for the rapid deployment of protestors. Social actors in 

the movement were able to record, share, upload and post using their mobile wares, enabling broader 

range of participation. Participants were able to communicate and interact with actors elsewhere outside 

the actual sites. These enabled trajectories of discourse, creating much larger constituencies of resistance 

local and more global level. 13  People were using Whatsapp and Facebook Messanger to exchange 

information and Firechat to communicate via Bluetooth or cellphone radio. Participants were able to 

 
12 CCPOS.CUHK (2020) Research Report On Public Opinion During The Antiextradition Bill (Fugitive Offenders 
Bill) Movement In Hong Kong http://www.com.cuhk.edu.hk/ccpos/en/pdf/202005PublicOpinionSurveyReport -
ENG.pdf 
13 Scollon R (2008) Discourse itineraries: Nine processes of resemiotization. In: Bhatia VK, Flowerdew J and Jones 
RH (eds) Advances in Discourse Studies. London: Routledge, pp. 233–244. 
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communicate and interact with actors elsewhere outside the actual sites and document their motivations 

and conduct. The photos and videos were broadcasted outside Hong Kong, enabling to gain media 

attention from across the world and created a global movement. Young people occasionally created pro-

democracy and anti-government messages within the digital world, aimed to initiate ‘soft power’. 

Compared to 2014 protests, protesters utilized social media in a more systematic and subtle way. 

They were used as a main means of planning and communication. LIHKG (Li-dan), dubbed ‘Hong Kong 

Reddit’, has emerged as one of the virtual platforms for protest discussion. Under the system, users vote 

discussion threads up or down and the most popular threads get pushed to the top. Discussion took place 

in Cantonese, and users often adopted a form of written Cantonese that is impenetrable to Mandarin 

speakers who may influence or derail discussions, to prevent online trolling. Meanwhile protestors used a 

cloud-based chat app called Telegram to mass communicate. It offered a convenient and instant way to 

disseminate information. There were hundreds of Telegram groups that provide updates and first-hand 

reports relating to the protests, while others informed a crowdsourced lookout for police, warning 

protestors of nearby activity. Lawyers, first aiders and medics’ groups provided legal advice and got 
supplies to protestors on the street. The chat groups also let participants vote - in real time - to decide the 

next moves. In public areas, information on forthcoming events were spread over Airdrop, which lets 

people share files with nearby iOS devices. The social media made protest information available to 

everyone and thus made possible for a resilient mobilization and coordination.    

The LIHKG App had 120,000 first time downloads in July 2019, compared to 12,000 in the year 

before. The Telegram App has been installed 1.7 million times in Hong Kong of which 110,000 were new 

users from Apple Store and Google Play in July 2019, compared to 26,000 new users in July 2018. 14A 

survey showed more than 80 per cent of the young protesters found the Civil Human Rights Front (CHRF) 

and Telegram to be important communication channels for protest mobilization.15  Stand News and 

HK01’s Instagram accounts gained more than 761,000 and 104,000 followers  respectively. Other 

accounts dedicated to Hong Kong protests ‘protectourplace’, ‘save_hong_kong’ ‘godblesshk’ 

‘amenstyhk’, ‘antielabhk’ regularly featured posts providing information of the protests and sarcastic 

memes of the government and police.   

Duration & Scale 

Large protests occurred mostly on weekends and national holidays whilst weekdays see mostly 

low-key demonstrations and they were not burdened to defend occupied sites. This provided time and 

space for protesters to come up with new strategies. 
 

14 Purbrick, M. (2019). A REPORT OF THE 2019 HONG KONG PROTESTS. Asian Affairs, 50(4), 465-487. 
15 https://hongkongfp.com/2019/07/21/organisation-future-hong-kongs-open-source-anti-extradition-law-movement/ 

https://hongkongfp.com/2019/07/21/organisation-future-hong-kongs-open-source-anti-extradition-law-movement/
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In 2014, the protests continued for 79 days and an estimated 1.2 million have participated in the 

Movement – the biggest march since the handover. However, student participation turned out to be lower 

than expected as large number of students was still attending class and only participating in their free time 

(Ho, 2019). Moreover, a survey suggest that the movement did not get all round support, with 24% of 

respondents supporting the protests, and 56% opposed.16 Local businesses and residents criticized the 

disruption caused by more radically developing protests. 

<Table 2: Attitude toward Occupy Central by age group>17 

Attitude toward 

Occupy Central 

Age group 

18-29 

Age group 

30-49 

Age group 

50 or above 

Support 41 % 33 % 27 % 

Half-half 22 % 14 % 9 % 

Oppose 31 % 44 % 54 % 

Don’t know/  

Hard to say 

6 % 8 % 11 % 

 

Compared to 2014, the protest movement have gained substantial, if not of majority, support 

amongst Hong Kong people. Organizers claimed 2 million protesters took to the streets on 16 June 2019. 

Over one million of the adult population were claimed to have taken part in protest marches. According to 

a survey, 57.7 percent of the participants were age 29 or younger, while more than 26 per cent were 

between 20 and 24 years old. Nearly 18 per cent of the protesters surveyed were 45 or older. In terms of 

education, 73.8 per cent of the protesters said they had received at least some tertiary education, and most 

of the other protesters said they had attended secondary school.18 The survey results show that the action 

have spread to much diverse population spread from mainly students in 2014 to discontented middle-class 

and white-collar residents in 2019. One possible explanation of such increase in number of participants is 

that people’s discontent have grown over time. Davies (1962) asserts that revolutions are most likely to 

occur when rising individual expectations meets falling levels of perceived well-being. He explains when 

 
16 3-5 July 2013 survey undertaken by the Public Opinion Programme of the University of Hong Kong 
https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/english/report/mpCEnOCC/index.html 
17 For more information, see 3-5 July 2013 survey undertaken by the Public Opinion Programme of the University of 
Hong Kong, https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/english/report/mpCEnOCC/index.html 
18 conducted by three local scholars: Professor Francis Lee Lap-fung, director of Chinese University’s School of 
Journalism and Communication, Edmund Cheng Wai, an assistant professor at Baptist University, and Samson Yuen 
Wai-hei of Lingnan University. The researchers studied 6,600 questionnaires handed out at 12 anti-extradition 
protests between June 9 and August 4. Read more at https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-
kong/politics/article/3022345/young-educated-and-middle-class-first-field-study-hong-kong 

https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/3022345/young-educated-and-middle-class-first-field-study-hong-kong
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/3022345/young-educated-and-middle-class-first-field-study-hong-kong
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the government suppresses or is blamed for usurping the opportunity to satisfy those expectations, people 

initiate or participate in a revolution. In Hong Kong, the widened gap between what people want and what 

they get recurred more people to participate over time (임희섭, 2016). 

Unlike in 2014 protests, protestors believed in radical protests’ efficacy.  Surveys found that 

people either agreed or strongly agreed with the notion that it was understandable protesters would resort 

to radical action if needed.19  Believing that radical protests were a means to pull the government’s 
attention to public opinion, the majority engaged more and showed the tacit support of protesters’ actions. 

Moreover, the 2019 protests involved a more various and intense forms of protest activities. The 

protests took, for example, in the form of online petitions and sharing pro-movement promotional 

materials on online platform and Lennon Walls. People joined boycotting pro-government and pro-

Beijing shops, patronizing pro-movement shops, singing protest songs20 in public and joined labor strikes. 
21 

Campaigns and Slogans 

Slogans in both protests have mobilized diverse cultural and historical repertoires that 

demonstrate culturally hybrid democratic community (Veg, 2015). While slogans were adopted for the 

effective deliverance of message, they portrayed Hong Kong’s distinctiveness reinforcing a sense of 

cultural community among the population. In 2014, the term democracy – 民主 – was largely used during 

the movement, though its definition was abstract and varying in context. The popular slogans include 

“Don’t forget our original intension: fight for democracy”22  – 勿忘初衷 : 爭取民主 – to remind 

demonstrators to stay focused on the goal of securing universal suffrage and civic nomination and not be 

swayed away by clashes with police or pro-China groups; “Democracy is standing up and fighting, not 

kneeling down asking for it” – 民主是站起來爭，不是跪下來求的 –  to encourage people to be vocal 

and active in politics. “689, step down from the stage” – 689下臺 – was used to call on CY Leung to 

 
19 conducted by Francis L. F. Lee, a journalism professor at the Chinese University of Hong Kong 李立峯：和理非
看武力抗爭和運動激進化的「團結路徑」
https://news.mingpao.com/pns/%e8%a7%80%e9%bb%9e/article/20190718/s00012/1563387415357 and 
CCPOS.CUHK (2020) Research Report On Public Opinion During The Antiextradition Bill (Fugit ive Offenders Bill) 
Movement In Hong Kong http://www.com.cuhk.edu.hk/ccpos/en/pdf/202005PublicOpinionSu rveyReport-ENG.pdf 
20 Popular protest songs during the 2019 protests include ‘Do You Hear The People Sing’, ‘有班警察毅進仔 
(Bunch of Project Yi Jin Boys)’ and ‘願榮光歸香港 (Glory to Hong Kong / Hong Kong Anthem)’. 
21 CCPOS.CUHK (2020) Research Report On Public Opinion During The Antiextradition Bill (Fugitive Offenders 
Bill) Movement In Hong Kong http://www.com.cuhk.edu.hk/ccpos/en/pdf/202005PublicOpinionSurveyReport -
ENG.pdf 
22 https://qz.com/285990/the-backstory-to-seven-of-the-most-popular-protest-slogans-in-hong-kongs-umbrella-
movement/ 
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resign. The number refers to the number of votes Leung received from Hong Kong’s nominating 
committee when he was elected in 2012. Many slogans articulated on Hong Kong autonomy and 

decolonization (Veg, 2015), voicing their message to leaders. Another phrase “hold freedom in the wind 

and rain associate democracy” – 風雨中抱緊自由 – juxtaposed democracy with the idea of “freedom”. 

Though it does not specify what “freedom” means, it may include freedom to choose their own 
representatives, freedom to have their own education and freedom to demonstrate. Slogans like “Masters 

of our own destiny” – 命運自主 – and  “Determine our own destiny, flowers blooming everywhere” – 命

運自決，花開遍地- suggest that protesters associated democracy not only with the “rights of citizens” or 

“natural rights” but also with practices of consultation, self -expression, and individual autonomy (Veg, 

2015).  

Many of the notion of democracy in the demonstration also conveyed a moral imperative. 

Democracy encompassed the abstract idea of “love”, “dignity” or “humanity”. Democracy was 
conventionalized as “a way of life” with the concept of tolerance, humanism and liberty attached. Other 

times, slogans articulated “pride” and belonging to a “home,” and an exclusive cultural identity. “Protect 

our home, resist dark forces” – 保衛家園，拒絕黑勢力  – , “Refuse to be Chinese, nothing more than 

that” – 拒做中國人，沒有大不了–, “Our Hong Kong, let’s save it ourselves” – 自己香港自己救 –, and 

“Hong Kong history, written by Hongkongers” – 香港歷史由香港人編寫 – show great examples. The 

slogans also connected the government with negative values such as violence. “Basked in light” – 

光明磊落 –, an old idiom that means open and transparent took on new meaning to criticize the police. In 

the slogan, the police are “光明”  or “light” because “to use a flashlight to shine light directly into a 

protester’s eyes; 磊落, or literally “falling rocks” because police lift a protester up and then bash him onto 

the ground. 

The popular slogans were spray-painted all over the city in 2019 protests. At first, protesters used 

slogans such as "Be water", "No injury, no bleeding, no arrest; no disassociation, no snitching, no 

blaming", "Nobody left behind", etc. Later on, protesters adopted the motto: "Five demands, not one less"  

–  五大訴求 缺一不可 – .The slogan “Restore Hong Kong, revolution of our times” –光復香港 

時代革命 – emphasized that people of all ages can participate in promoting change. Hong Kong chief 

executive Carrie Lam and Pro-Beijing camp political parties have condemned the slogan, characterizing it 

as a challenge to China’s sovereignty and the “One Country, Two Systems” framework. Moreover, 

“Hong Kong police knowingly break the law” – 香港警察 知法犯法 –, “Corrupt cops – Shameful” – 

黑警 - 可恥 –, and “Corrupt cops - Pay back her eye” – 黑警 - 還眼 –, were adopted to accuse Hong 
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Kong police of allowing violent mobsters to attack protesters and civilians. “No riots, only tyranny” – 

沒有暴徒 - 只有暴政–, one of the most representative slogans23 of the Movement, was a response to 

police claims that protestors engaged in “riots” during the June 9 demonstration. "Mutual destruction" – 

攬炒 – as well as the slogan "If we burn, you burn with us" show people’s determination and anger 

mounted higher than ever. In general, the slogans used in 2019 seem to carry more bold messages directly 

addressing the police and perhaps a stronger sense of resentment, reflecting on their dissatisfaction with 

the police on increased police brutality and continuous disappointment anchored toward the government.  

 

The protests represent Hong Kong’s fight for a democratic political system and the struggle for 
genuine democracy in Hong Kong. From a historiographical perspective, some argue that these social 

movements can be interpreted as the result of historically ambiguous diplomatic political treaties made 

between Great Britain and China (Flowerdew, 2017). However, they were also underpinned by the 

general overheated dissatisfaction towards Mainland control and Mainland Chinese who challenge locals 

for the jobs, properties and many other resources. Many young protesters are frustrated by the low upward 

mobility, narrowing job prospects and rising living expenses that they believe the government and 

Mainland Chinese are responsible for (Suner, 2017). Some of the radicals go so far as to reject the 

education of Mandarin Chinese and the examinations in Mandarin Chinese (Hui & Lau, 2015). To the 

extreme, few pro-independence groups or “localists” advocate an independent Hong Kong. 

POLITICAL CAUSES 

Distrust in Central Government 

The ostensible cause of the prolonged protests was people’s discontent with the election process 

and the extradition bill, but with deeper roots in people’s lack of confidence in the central government. 

Since its return to China in 1997, Hong Kong citizens had difficulty in building a high level of trust in the 

central government (Shek, 2020). The authoritarian regime style of China as well as the history of the 

Cultural Revolution and Tiananmen Incident bothered a lot of people in Hong Kong. China’s disgraceful 

behaviours regarding human rights violations, environmental and financial liabilities and illegal practices 

also worsened people’s trust in the Beijing government. A survey indicated that global perceptions of 

China, Chinese tourists, and products carved out negatively.24 The continuing political suppression in the 

 
23 CCPOS.CUHK (2020) Research Report On Public Opinion During The Antiextradition Bill (Fugitive Offenders 
Bill) Movement In Hong Kong http://www.com.cuhk.edu.hk/ccpos/en/pdf/202005PublicOpinionSurveyReport -
ENG.pdf 
24 A majority in each of the 14 countries surveyed has an unfavorable view of China. In most countries, around 
three-quarters or more see the country in a negative light.  Pew Research Centre 
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form of re-education camps, nationwide crackdown, and internet censorship was notorious and feared by 

the public. The central government was frequently blamed of its structural and non-structural corruption. 

As a result, a low level of trust in central government has prevailed in Hong Kong. Studies showed that 

nearly 40 to 50 % of the respondents indicated distrust in the Beijing government during the years 2014 to 

2019.25 Beijing’s underdeliver of its promise to implement universal suffrage  again shattered people’s 
confidence in Beijing. In the absence of a trusting relationship with the central government, people 

believed that the extradition law was designed for the motherland’s effective control over Hong Kong, 

under the guise of “maintaining long-term prosperity and stability” of the city. In other words, there 

existed legitimate suspicion of the central government among Hong Kong people that Beijing would use 

the legal amendments as a tool for political persecution and suppression of freedom of speech.  They 

opposed the law, concluding that such a dubious political instrument would enable Beijing to violate 

Hong Kong like they do in the mainland and erode the promised freedoms. 

Irresponsive Local Government 

In people’s eyes, the SAR government was not an active intermediary in managing the 

relationship with Beijing on constitutional reform. The local government received criticism and 

skepticism for its insensitive response to the public's frustration. Like a puppet to the central government, 

she has shown no will to advance an agenda that may displease Beijing authorities. With the support from 

the central government, Hong Kong government categorized the protests as “riots” and waited local 

public opinion to sway against the demonstrators. Dialogues between student protest leaders and 

government officials made little progress, as the movement was leaderless while the officials were rather 

“vague” on their fix. Meanwhile, the chief executive’s interview with foreign media stirred up people’s 
anger when he commented fully democratic elections would give poorer residents a dominant voice in 

politics. People saw his numbingly irresponsible remarks as proof of political favoritism towards the 

wealthy and away from ordinary citizens.  

In 2019, the government was still irresponsive to public opinion, failed to realize the extent of 

discontent and deliver the expectation of Hong Kong people. There was a series of warning signals from 

the beginning about what the bill might bring to society. Many people across the society, including 

Former Government Chief Secretary Henry Tang Ying Yen and chairman of the Trade Development 

Council Peter Lam Kin Ngok expressed serious concerns. Protestors engulfed streets on the scheduled 

 
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/10/06/unfavorable-views-of-china-reach-historic-highs-in-many-
countries/ 
25 Public Opinion Poll, The University of Hong Kong. (2019). People’s Trust in the Beijing Central Government (7 –
12/ 1997-1-6/2019). Retrieved from 
https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/english/popexpress/trust/trusthkgov/overall_dis/cha rt_poll/datatables.html 
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reading date. Yet, the government ignored all the signals and insisted on carrying on a second reading of 

the bill. The government suspending the extradition bill but refusing to withdraw it altogether or 

apologize for the serious conflicts show that the government was not keen on comprehending the depth of 

frustration that the citizens had. 

In addition, the police’s control tactics only turned protestors as well as the general public against 

the police. The government primarily used police force to deal with the protest. Amnesty International 

reported the Police’s unlawful use of batons and rubber bullets, improper use of tear gas and pepper spray, 
lack of visible Police identification, and restrictions on journalists and medical aid providers. The 

excessive use of force by the police against citizens regardless violent or peaceful protestors, weak or 

pregnant, innocent shoppers or pedestrians, resulted in wide local and international criticism. Moreover, it 

radicalized the mass movement. The police were accused of overlooking or even colluding with anti-

protests groups allegedly linked to triad gangs. No police officers arrived until 39 minutes after the first 

calls were made during the mob attack in Yuen Long MTR station.26  Even though there were two 

uniformed police officers at the scene, they did not intervene or make arrests. The Hong Kong police 

were now “haak ging” (黑警), or “black police”. What’s more, the government was impotent in handling 

the public unrest. The introduction of face-mask law resulted in another huge resistance by no surprise. 

This again proved that the government was impervious to the protestors. No senior officials were brought 

to book for causing a political crisis. Nor has there been any serious discussion of the Chief Executive’s 
resigning, as demanded by protestors. In a TV interview, Chief Executive Carrie Lam made an analogy of 

her being the mother, and Hong Kong protestors her two sons. She said: 

[People say,] if the young people have walked, and acted, and you still don’t give them 
what they want. Then what? The metaphor that I use is that I’m a mother who has two sons. If 
every time my son tells me he wants something and I acquiesce to his wishes, for a short time our 

relationship between mother and son will be very good, but once this child is grown, he will have 

regrets. He will ask ‘Mother, why didn’t you remind me then?’ 27 

Public reprimanded her for displaying apathetic and condescending attitudes towards the protestors. The 

government’s strategy to use police force and emergency law in defusing the crisis and to willfully avoid 

addressing the issue completely failed and only escalated people’s anger.  

 
26 South China Morning Post, At Least 45 Injured as Rod-wielding Mob Dressed in White Rampages through Yuen 
Long MTR station, Beating Screaming Protesters, 22 July 2019. https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-
crime/article/ 3019524/least-10-injured-baton-wielding-mob-suspected-triad 
27 https://hongkongfp.com/2019/06/23/unelected-carrie-lam-compares-hongkongers-children-tactic-disenfranchise 
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ECONOMIC CAUSES 

Housing Crisis 

Hong Kong situates as one of the most densely populated areas in the world and ranked the least 

affordable market. The city has a 7.5 million people, with a density of approximately 7,140 people per 

square kilometer, which makes it the fifth most densely populated region in the world.28  Like most 

compact cities, Hong Kong suffers from unreasonably high housing and land prices. One of the major 

drivers of housing price today is the combination of the strong residential demand and the insufficient 

housing supply (Chong & Li, 2020). The sky-high property prices caused the youths, low-income families, 

and retirees without savings experience financial difficulties in renting, if at all purchasing, a residential 

area in Hong Kong. Furthermore, the government’s inefficient use of land exacerbated the housing 

affordability crisis in Hong Kong. The SAR government practices free-market economy, which 

encourages the government to control land-usage for another source of revenue.  

In 2018, Hong Kong’s house price-to-income ratio29  scored 19.4, meaning that, at the city’s 

median annual household income of HK$330,00030, the median cost of a home is more than HK$6.4 

million. The ratio suggests that a skilled worker in the service sector would have to save their entire salary 

for 20 years to buy a 60 square meter (650 square feet) apartment in central Hong Kong. The ratio further 

soared to 20.9 by the end of 2019.31 In an attempt to curb the rising property prices, the government 

introduced a number of cooling measures such as mortgage tightening and stamp duty on home 

transactions.32 Despite such efforts and the decreasing trend of transaction volumes however, the housing 

price continuously rose over the past decade. This leaves working class residents unable to get a foot on 

the private housing ladder. Homeownership is no longer a reachable dream. 

 
28 Hong Kong in Figures (Hong Kong: Census and Statistics Dept., 2020). 
https://www.censtatd.gov.hk/hkstat/hkif/index.jsp 
29 The house price-to-income ratio is measured by an area’s median home price divided by its gross median 
household income. A ratio of less than 3.0 is considered “affordable”, and a ratio of more than 5.1 is considered 
“severely unaffordable”. Demographia International Housing Affordability Survey. 
30 Hong Kong SAR’s Median Monthly Domestic Household Income (MI) was reported at 27,500 HKD in Jun 2018, 
Census and Statistics Department 
31 Wendell Cox and Pavletich Hugh, 15th Annual Demographia International Housing Affordability Survey, 
Pavletich Properties Limited, (2019). 
32 Residential properties are subject to a flat rate of 15% of the transaction value or market value of the property 
(whichever is higher) as from 5 November 2016, (3) unless those specifically exempted under the Stamp Duty 
(Amendment) (No. 2) Ordinance 2014 which are subject to stamp duties of HK$100-4.25% of the transaction value 
or market value of property. (4) For non-residential properties, they are subject to the rate of 1.5%-8.5% of the 
transaction value or market value. Buyer’s Stamp Duty: 15% on residential property acquired by any person except 
a Hong Kong permanent resident. https://www.legco.gov.hk/research-publications/english/1920issf03-major-
sources-of-government-revenue-20200228-e.pdf 

https://www.censtatd.gov.hk/hkstat/hkif/index.jsp
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<Chart 1: Property Price in Hong Kong>33 

 

 

On one hand, the exorbitant price is a simple case of supply and demand. Hong Kong’s limited 
land supply against constant demand explains the city’s rising housing prices. The sum of a residential 

area, which includes private, public, and rural settlement, takes up only 78 km2 (7%) of the city’s total 
area. Most of the land in Hong Kong remains as ‘Not-In-Use’ land, including woodland, shrubland, 
grassland, wetland, and bad land. Less than 25% of Hong Kong is developed.34 The lack of developable 

flat land and severe land use restrictions drives land prices, and hence housing prices high. Meanwhile, 

the housing demand does not go away. The world’s financial hub, and de-facto access point to China, 

Hong Kong real-estate market aggregates demands locally and internationally.  

<Chart 2: Land Utilization in Hong Kong 2018> 

 
 

33 For more information, see “Property Price Chart,” Midland realty, https://en.midland.com.hk/property -price-chart/ 
34 Hong Kong has a total area of 1,108 km2 (land: 1,073 km2, water: 35 km2 ) 
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The shortage of land indeed locates at the core of the crisis, but the government’s land use policy 

and its development process further intensify the problem. The real estate industry in Hong Kong not only 

‘forms a significant portion of the national wealth, but also has an important role in the whole economy’ 
(Haila, 2000).  The government policy has been aimed to maximize profit in property development and 

secure a source of income through the land development process (Lee & Tang, 2017).  

For most places, government revenue is largely derived from tax revenue including taxes on the 

incomes and wealth accumulation of individuals and corporations and on the goods and services produced, 

exported and imported. Yet, Hong Kong forfeits control on extensive tax collection, the interest rates 

scheme35 and provides free trade to advocate free-market economic activities. No worries to Hong Kong, 

a big chunk of government revenue comes from another source: land sales.36 The SAR government is 

heavily dependent on land sale and other real estate-related revenue on the income side in that it acquires 

more than 40 percent of its revenue from land-related activities. In fact, the government would have been 

in deficit since 2008, had it not been for the land sale revenue (Leung, Ng, & Tang, 2020). Generating a 

large portion of revenue from its land source, there is little incentive for the government to seriously 

suppress the property values. Only when it is required by population growth projections, the government 

sells the city’s landed and property capital to private developers. 

<Table 3: Government revenue in HK$ billion (Data as at 26 February 2020)>37 

  
2014-2015 

(Actual) 
2015-2016 

(Actual) 
2016-2017 

(Actual) 
2017-2018 

(Actual) 
2018-2019 

(Actual) 
2019-2020 
(Estimate) 

Profits tax 
137.8 

(28.8%) 
140.2 

(31.2%) 
139.2  

(24.3%) 
139.1 

(22.4%) 
166.6  

(27.8%) 
131.4 

(23.2%) 

Stamp duties 74.8 
(15.6%) 

62.7 
(13.9%) 

61.9  
(10.8%) 

95.2 
(15.4%) 

80.0 
(13.3%) 

63.0 
(11.1%) 

Salaries tax 
59.3 

(12.4%) 
57.9 

(12.9%) 
59.1  

(10.3%) 
60.8 (9.8%) 

60.1 
(10.0%) 

54.4 (9.6%) 

General rates 22.3 (4.7%) 22.7 (5.1%) 21.3 (3.7%) 22.2 (3.6%) 17.2 (2.9%) 20.8 (3.7%) 

Other 
operating 
revenue 

99.6 
(20.8%) 

98.0 
(21.8%) 

130.2  
(22.7%) 

125.4  
(20.2%) 

130.5 
(21.8%) 

140.6 
(24.8%) 

Operating 393.9 381. 5 411.7  442.8 454.4  410.2 

 
35 Hong Kong pegs exchange rates to the U.Kwok-Chiu Lam, "The Responsiveness of Hong Kong Private 
Residential Housing Prices," International Journal of Economics and Financial Issues 6, no. 1 (2016). 
36 Uptin, "Here's Why Hong Kong Housing Is so Expensive," CNBC, April 10, 2017, , accessed July 20, 2019, 
https://www.cnbc.com/2017/04/09/heres-why-hong-kong-housing-is-so-expensive.html. 
37 For more information, see HKSAR, Legislative Council Secretariat: Research Office, Major Sources of 
Government Revenue (Hong Kong, 2018). https://www.legco.gov.hk/research-publications/english/1920issf03-
major-sources-of-government-revenue-20200228-e.pdf 
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revenue (82.3%) (84.8%) (71.8%)  (71.4%) (75.8%) (72.3%) 

Land premium 
77.8 

(16.3%) 
60.9 

(13.5%) 
128.0 

(22.3%) 
164.8 

(26.6%) 
116.9 

(19.5%) 
141.6 

(25.0%) 
Other capital 
revenue 

6.9 (1.4%) 7.6 (1.7%) 33.4 (5.8%) 12.3 (2.0%) 28.5 (4.7%) 15.5 (2.7%) 

Capital 
revenue 

84.7 
(17.7%) 

68.5 
(15.2%) 

161.4 
(28.2%) 

177.1 
(28.6%) 

145.3 
(24.2%) 

157.1 
(27.7%) 

Government 
revenue 

478.7 
(100%) 

450.0 
(100%) 

573.1 
(100%) 

612.4 
(100%) 

599.8 
(100%) 

567.3 
(100%) 

Virtually all land in Hong Kong, except the site of St. John's Cathedral in Central, belongs to the 

government and the government plays a key role in developing housing, controlling the location of the 

development and the types of developments. The city’s land-use planning tends to be biased towards the 

interests of property-related industries and economic interests (Ng & Tang, 1999). Developers buy the 

rights for lands from the government’s tender system and develop it for various purposes. Given the high 

base land price, few private developers, most often from mainland China who have the financial resources, 

purchase land at extremely high prices, driving many smaller, local developers out of business. Property 

tycoons such as Cheung Kong Holdings, Sun Hung Kai Properties, Henderson Land and New World 

Development dominate the property market. Developers would, in turn, set the prices of  this housing sky-

high to obtain profits.  

In fact, these developers usually use the land to build luxurious housing units for profit 

maximization.38 Besides, as only a few developers acquire the right of usage over the land, they hold 

oligopolistic power over housing prices.39 The public’s interest and demand for smaller units may be 

neglected on the process. The growth rate of price to cost ratio consistently increased over time, 

suggesting that developers charge higher prices for housing for every building cost.40  

Another factor that may continue to the housing crisis is the change in immigration (Leung, Ng, 

& Tang, 2020). Because the increasing immigrants also demand a shelter, the presence of immigrants 

from Mainland and hence the increase in population would impose additional pressure on the housing 

market.  

The government approached the growing unaffordability problem with public housing scheme. 

Public housing with rental rates subsidised by the government are provided to accommodate low-income 
 

38 Charles Ka Yui Leung and Edward Chi Ho Tang, "Availability, Affordability and Volatility: The Case of Hong 
Kong Housing Market," SSRN Electronic Journal, 2014. 
39 Eddie C. Hui, Manfred C. Lam, and Vivian S. Ho, "Market Disequilibrium and Urban Land Shortages: Analysis 
of Policy and Patterns in Hong Kong," Journal of Urban Planning and Development  132, no. 2 (2006). 
40 Ibid. 
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households. 3.3 million people, roughly half of Hong Kong’s residents live under the public housing 

system.41  Hong Kong Housing Authority and the Hong Kong Housing Society play a key role in 

development of public housing. Two most common public housing type include the Home Ownership 

Scheme (HOS) and Public Rental Housing (PRH). As of the beginning of 2018, the government provided 

220 thousand HOS units, and 2.1 million tenants lived under PRH.42 The former type refers to allowing 

tenants to purchase a flat at a heavily discounted price. The latter refers to the usual rent payment system 

but with the support from the government. For instance, Shatin, Sham Shui Po, and Kwun Tong area 

provide PRH with less than HKD 2,500 per month. Eligible tenants must belong in the low-income, 

retirees, and disabled population with age above 18 years. They also need to possess the right to live and 

study without concurrent application to any of government funding scheme, and any ownership of 

residential properties. 43 Tenants lose the right if they sublet the flat, without going through the proper 

steps, conduct illegal activities, and any false declaration in their application. If they accumulate 

exceeding demerit points under point scheme, they lose the tenancy and restricted from reapplication for a 

public housing scheme for two consecutive years.  

However, Public housing system still faces shortages to provide affordable accommodation for 

the low-income population. In January 2019, around 270,000 applicants needed to wait at least five years 

for their allotment to live under PRH system. People on the waiting list, including other wait-listed people 

under other government housing systems, need to find alternative housing with lesser living-conditions 

such as not-so-sanitary area and dangerous neighborhood in the meantime. Despite the unavailability, the 

government’s expenditure on housing, include the provision of public housing, has decreased over time. 

The budget of housing-related spending has fallen since 1989 when it was about 14% of the total 

government expenditure. The share picked up to 15% near 2000 and lowered down to 7% since 2004.   

Following the concerns, the SAR government decided to revise its practice on subsidy and re-

arrangement of land-use.44 The government announced to increase 43,000 public flats by 2027 and add 

450,000 residents in both public and private property market in the coming decade.  45  However, the 

decision, controversial in its viability, seems a little too far-reaching for people who are suffering at the 

moment. 

 
41 David Vetter, "How Hong Kong’s Public Housing System Works: Costs, Waiting times and Sales," South China 
Morning Post, January 19, 2019, accessed July 22, 2019, How Hong Kong’s public housing system works: costs, 
waiting times and sales. 
42 Hong Kong Housing Authority: 2017/18 Annual Report  
43 But excluding employment visa  
44 Wendell Cox and Pavletich Hugh, 15th Annual Demographia International Housing Affordability Survey, 
Pavletich Properties Limited, (2019). 
45 Ibid 
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Widening Wealth Gap 

Widening wealth gap has been the root for the public’s discontent toward the city’s government 

and certainly fueled the people’s movements in past years. Hong Kong’s income inequality has long been 
relatively high compared to that of Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

countries. The Gini Coefficient (GC) increased from 0.453 in 1986 to 0.518 in 1996, showing that income 

disparity was deepened steadily from the mid-80s to the mid-90s46. Such rise was mainly due to the city’s 

rapid transformation to a service-based centre. However, the disturbing fact is, the inequality problem has 

been continuously worsening. The GC now stands at 0.539,47 its highest level in 45 years. In 2016, over 

1.3 million people, or 1 in 5 residents, lived below the poverty line. In 2016 the median monthly 

household income of the top 10 percent of Hongkongers was 43.9 times bigger than the bottom 10 per 

cent, which was only 34 times in 2006.48 The median monthly household income of the lowest decile has 

increased 14 % from HK$2,250 in 2006 to HK$2,560 in 2016 whereas that of the top decile increased 47% 

in 10 years, indicating that the gap between the rich and poor is growing larger. In fact, Hong Kong’s 
economic prosperity has largely made the rich richer and the poor remain poor as the government has 

kept its intervention to a minimum and emphasized the role of market forces in order to build a business-

friendly environment and to safeguard the city’s status as global financial hub.49 The economic policies 

and incentives were highly favorable to property owners and investors.  The average tax rate is 

significantly lower than that of OECD and G20 members. To illustrate, lack of inheritance tax, offshore 

income tax and capital gains tax made the rich earn rents without having to pay tax. Tycoons in Hong 

Kong benefit more than HK$23 billion from untaxed stock dividends.50 

Although government-subsidized public housing projects51 provided affordable housing for some 

population, they were less prioritized to the invest-oriented policies that concern the interests of property 

developers and homeowners, or the well-off. With the relatively low public spending on welfare,52 Hong 

Kong’s social security instruments have relied heavily on private sectors (Zhao & Zhang, 2005). The 

public services are largely insufficient that patients wait up to one and a half year to see a specialist at a 

 
46 Education Bureau. https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/curriculum-development/kla/pshe/references-and-
resources/economics/income_eng.pdf 
47 Census and Statistics Department, 2017.  (based on original monthly household income)  
48 Oxfam Inequality Report, 2018. 
https://www.oxfam.org.hk/tc/f/news_and_publication/16372/Oxfam_inequality%20report_Eng_FINAL.pdf  
49 PwC and the World Bank listed Hong Kong’s tax system as the most business-friendly in the world in 2018. 
Salaries tax is capped at 15 per cent. There is no GST or VAT. Inheritance tax, or estate duty, was abolished in 
February 2006. https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/services/tax/publications/paying-taxes-2020.html 
50 Forbes, 2018 https://www.forbes.com/billionaires/#version:realtime_country:Hong%20Kong 
51 In Hong Kong, subsidized services mainly appear in three areas, namely education, housing, and health care . 
52 Compared to other developed economies, Hong Kong has a lower level of welfare budget as a proportion to GDP 
(Zhao & Zhang, 2015). In 2018, Social welfare spending accounted for 16.5 per cent in Hong Kong – lower than all 
seven members of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. 

https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/curriculum-development/kla/pshe/references-and-resources/economics/income_eng.pdf
https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/curriculum-development/kla/pshe/references-and-resources/economics/income_eng.pdf
https://www.oxfam.org.hk/tc/f/news_and_publication/16372/Oxfam_inequality%20report_Eng_FINAL.pdf
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/services/tax/publications/paying-taxes-2020.html
https://www.forbes.com/billionaires/#version:realtime_country:Hong%20Kong


25 
 

public hospital, 20 months to take a spot in a care-and-attention place and 26 months to a nursing home.53 

The government’s hands-off capitalist approach towards the distribution and redistribution exacerbated 

inequality in Hong Kong (Zhao & Zhang, 2005).  

Wage and living condition 

While the aggregate GDP, population and longevity continue to grow, the real wage does not 

show an improvement. Despite being close to full employment, 920,000 work but remain poor.54 

Although the wage of overall workforce rose 99.2% in thirty years55, real wages have only increased 12.3 

per cent in the last decade56. Median monthly starting salary of a university graduate actually dropped 

from HK$20,231 back in 1987 to HK$14,395 in 2017. The median salary of employees with university 

qualifications HK$28,790 a month in 2017. It is only a slight increase of 18.6% from HK$24,277 in 1987 

and a drop from HK$32,133 in 2007. 

Today, a degree in Hong Kong can no longer guarantee a decent income. Hong Kong's 

educational system has been transformed to a mass-orientated system (Zhao & Zhang 2005) over the past 

two decades. Gross enrollment ratio of tertiary education was reported at 76.92% in 2018 (World Bank, 

2020).57 The number of workers with a university education rose from 131,900 in 1987 to 1.08 million in 

2017. Of those 1.08 million, 16.4 per cent of university graduates are taking on low-paid, unskilled work 

due to the “degree depreciation”. It may not be surprising that more than 18% of graduates are dissatisfied 

with their first job.58 

Meanwhile, the average monthly rent of a private housing less than 40m2 is around HK$12,000 

to HK$ 23,000.59 Using a simple math, fresh graduates would have to spend 80% or more of his monthly 

salary for a modest bedroom, if he is lucky enough to afford the rent on his own. Others seek for public 

 
53 Oxfam Inequality Report, 2018. 
https://www.oxfam.org.hk/tc/f/news_and_publication/16372/Oxfam_inequality%20report_Eng_FINAL.pdf  
54 Oxfam, 2018. 
https://www.oxfam.org.hk/f/news_and_publication/16369/Oxfam_Living%20Wage_eNG_20181228.pdf  
55  New Century Forum https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/education/article/2178402/hong-kong-university-
graduates-take-home-less-pay 
56 https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/society/article/2165872/why-wealth-gap-hong-kongs-disparity-between-
rich-and-poor 
57 Gross enrollment ratio is the ratio of total enrollment, regardless of age, to the population of the age group that 
officially corresponds to the level of education shown. https://tradingeconomics.com/hong-kong/school-enrollment-
tertiary-percent-gross-wb-data.html 
58  New Century Forum https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/education/article/2178402/hong-kong-university-
graduates-take-home-less-pay 
59Rating and Valuation Department, Private Domestic - Average Rents by Class (from 1982) 
https://www.rvd.gov.hk/en/property_market_statistics/index.html 

https://www.oxfam.org.hk/tc/f/news_and_publication/16372/Oxfam_inequality%20report_Eng_FINAL.pdf
https://www.oxfam.org.hk/f/news_and_publication/16369/Oxfam_Living%20Wage_eNG_20181228.pdf
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/education/article/2178402/hong-kong-university-graduates-take-home-less-pay
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/education/article/2178402/hong-kong-university-graduates-take-home-less-pay
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/society/article/2165872/why-wealth-gap-hong-kongs-disparity-between-rich-and-poor
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/society/article/2165872/why-wealth-gap-hong-kongs-disparity-between-rich-and-poor
https://tradingeconomics.com/hong-kong/school-enrollment-tertiary-percent-gross-wb-data.html
https://tradingeconomics.com/hong-kong/school-enrollment-tertiary-percent-gross-wb-data.html
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/education/article/2178402/hong-kong-university-graduates-take-home-less-pay
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/education/article/2178402/hong-kong-university-graduates-take-home-less-pay
https://www.rvd.gov.hk/en/property_market_statistics/index.html
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housing or end up living in properties illegally divided up from larger ones.60 As a result, most of the 

young population live with their parents or share a rent with roommates. As of 2018, nearly 210,000 

people live in subdivided flats.  

In short, the younger generation is squeezed in intense competition while deprived of upward 

mobility. The quality of life does not seem so fulfilling either. It will be very hard not to complain about 

the social structure when one works for job that he thinks is less than what he deserves, commutes 30 

minutes taking MTR in which he can hardly find a place even to stand during the peak hour, and goes 

back to his place which is the size of a standard parking space but still takes one third of his salary. 

Owning real estate has become an unachievable dream that only few dares to dream of. Even if they are 

qualified and well-educated, their human capital is sometimes underappreciated and wasted. The return of 

their hard work is disappointing or does not get them anywhere. They cannot afford to get married, have 

children nor sustain themselves.  

The fact that participants of the 2019 protests generally were middle- and lower-class and highly 

educated, with most respondents having received a tertiary education,61 clearly depicts the youths’ agony. 

Feeling deprived and hopeless, the youths took to the streets wishing for their economic future and an 

improved quality of life. 

SOCIO-CULTURAL CAUSES 

Beijing have made clear that Hong Kong compatriots should enhance their national consciousness. 

President Jiang at Hong Kong's 5th Anniversary Celebrations urged the people of Hong Kong to “keep 

enhancing their sense of the country and of the nation, make conscious efforts to safeguard the security 

and unification of the motherland and endeavor to defend its overall interests.” He continues, “The great 

rejuvenation of the Chinese nation and the eventual reunification of the motherland is the common 

aspiration of all Chinese. Everyone, including our Hong Kong compatriots, should devote oneself to this 

lofty cause with contributions that will make the country, the nation and the times really proud .”62 15 

years have passed, President Xi at Hong Kong’s 20th Anniversary Celebrations urged that “Hong Kong 

needs to improve its systems to uphold national sovereignty, security and development interests. It needs 

 
60 In 2016, about 21,000 people live in properties illegally divided up from larger ones 
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/society/article/2165872/why-wealth-gap-hong-kongs-disparity-between-
rich-and-poor 
61 CCPOS.CUHK (2020) Research Report On Public Opinion During The Antiextradition Bill (Fugitive Offenders 
Bill) Movement In Hong Kong http://www.com.cuhk.edu.hk/ccpos/en/pdf/202005PublicOpinionSurv eyReport-
ENG.pdf 
62 President Jiang Zemin's Speech at Hong Kong's 5th Anniversary Celebrations, published on 2003/08/20. 
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/zyjh_665391/t25075.shtml 

https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/society/article/2165872/why-wealth-gap-hong-kongs-disparity-between-rich-and-poor
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/society/article/2165872/why-wealth-gap-hong-kongs-disparity-between-rich-and-poor
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/zyjh_665391/t25075.shtml
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to enhance education and raise public awareness of the history and culture of the Chinese nation.”63 Both 

presidents’ speeches clearly exhibit that Beijing constantly have emphasized the importance of the nation-

building among the Hong Kong people since the handover and imposed a number of political strategies to 

overcome the social and cultural gap exist between Hong Kong and China. It also suggests that the 

assimilation and re-nationalization has not resulted much improvement 15 years after the handover. 

Indeed, Hong Kong have shown ambiguity toward her ties with China. The survey conducted in 

December 1997 indicated that 35.8% respondents identified themselves “Hongkonger”, outnumbering 

those who identified themselves as “Chinese” by 17.6% points.64 As of 2019, the number of people who 

identify as a “Hongkonger” increased to 52.9 per cent, at its highest since 1997 while the number of 

people identified as Chinese dropped to 10.8%, at its lowest since 1997 65 ; 23.5 per cent identified 

themselves as “Hongkongers in China” and 12.3 per cent identified as “Chinese in Hong Kong”. 
Following the usual study method of using a dichotomy of “Hongkonger” versus “Chinese”, the number 

of people identifying themselves as “Hongkongers” outnumbers that of “Chinese” by 42.1% points in 

their narrow and 53.3 % points in broad sense. What’s more is that, 71 per cent of respondents responded 

they were not proud of being a national citizen of China and the rate increased further to 90 per cent 

among the age group 18-29, again registering all-record high since the handover.66  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
63 President Xi Jinping’s Speech at Hong Kong’s 20 th Anniversary Celebrations, https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-
kong/politics/article/2100856/full-text-president-xi-jinpings-speech-one-country-two 
64 Public opinion polls conducted by Public Opinion Programme, The University of Hong Kong 
https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/chinese/popexpress/ethnic/eidentity/poll/datatables.html 
65 Ibid. 
66 https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/english/relea se/release1594.html 

https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/2100856/full-text-president-xi-jinpings-speech-one-country-two
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/2100856/full-text-president-xi-jinpings-speech-one-country-two
https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/chinese/popexpress/ethnic/eidentity/poll/datatables.html
https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/english/release/release1594.html
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<Chart 3: Identity Indices of Hong Kong People>67 

 

Simply speaking, Hong Kong continues to hold the tightest sense to their local identity. Amongst 

all identity, feeling of being “citizens of China” continues to locate at the bottom at least for the past 23 

years. Hong Kong citizen’s local identity seems to have been growing continuously in recent years, 

suggesting people’s feeling towards the conflicts have been reflected. In other words, Hong Kong, despite 

the handover decades ago, has not constructed a strong “national” identity toward China and kept their 

local distinctiveness over national identity.  

Strong Local Identity, Loose National Identity 

The formation of Hong Kong identity can be seen as a process of a formation of local culture and 

at the same time dissociation from the economic, social, and political life of the Mainland (Fung, 2011). 

In 1960s and 70s Hong Kong experienced the transformation of industry to a manufacturing and then a 

financial hub and there emerged a more distinguishable Hong Kong’s local identity.68 Most migrants from 

Mainland started to settle down in Hong Kong where their standard of living was much improved. 

Meanwhile, mainlanders were stigmatised as ‘uncivilised’ and ‘uneducated’ outsiders and intruders in 

mass media (Fung, 2004). Witnessing social distress and political mobilization that their kin and relatives 

from Mainland China struggled with, and at the same time realizing Hong Kong as one of the most 

internationalized and modernized cities in the world, most Hong Kong people perceived themselves 

 
67 Public opinion polls conducted by Public Opinion Programme, The University of Hong Kong 
https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/chinese/popexpress/ethnic/eidentity/poll/datatables.html 
68 Mathews, Ma, Lü, Zhang, Ma, Jiewei, Lü, Dale, & Zhang, Jiawen. (2008). Hong Kong, China : Learning to 
belong to a nation (Routledge contemporary China series ; 23). London ; New York: Routledge. 

https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/chinese/popexpress/ethnic/eidentity/poll/datatables.html
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different from Mainland Chinese. Yet, with most of the population composed of Ethnic Chinese, Pan-

Chineseness or nationalist idea also existed due to ethno-cultural ethos. A strong sense of cultural 

Chinessness (Chinese ethnicity, territory, history and cultural tradition) prevailed. A vivid example would 

be people’s protests the Japanese occupation of the Diaoyu (Senkaku) islands. An apolitical type of 

nationalism based on the ethnic-cultural tradition of the Chinese people, and thus different from orthodox 

Chinese nationalism, was accommodated. 

Massive influx of immigrants in the late 1970s was alarming for both the colonial government 

and the local population (Mathews, Ma, & Lui, 2007). Local people saw the immigrants, including 

mainland Chinese as competitors for social welfare and services. Hong Kong people defined themselves 

as locals and perceived the locals as the genuine hard worker and the new immigrants, the intruder. As a 

result, they had become defensive and self -protective in the late 1970s. It has been identified in various 

way such as “liberal patriotism”, “sunshine patriotism”, “market-based economy” and “Chineseness 
plus.”69 China was regarded as an inferior “other” (Kit, 2014) and “backward people” to many Hong 

Kong citizens due to the general impression of Mainland’s economic poverty (Fung, 2001). Yet many 

scholars expected Hongkongers eventually would disappear into history after its return to China.70 

However, in recent history, Hongkongers display their own cultural and ethnic identification 

other than regarding themselves as Chinese. Having the “city-state self-rule”, Hong Kong preserved the 

unique cultural mix of Chinese and Western influences. Many express their pride and sense of belonging, 

describing Hong Kong as their “home”, although this expression “home”  isn’t concretely elaborated. This 

difference also meant that Hongkongers felt some degree of cultural distance to China. Having the sense 

of pride and loyalty to Hong Kong and understanding its colonial and under-China background, 

Hongkongers show that they do not want to be bothered by outsiders including Beijing with their affairs. 

According to Ma and Fung (2007), there is a very large gap between Hong Kong people’s self -

perceptions and their perceptions of mainlanders in the criteria on ‘valuing free speech’, ‘valuing press 
freedom’, ‘valuing privacy’, and ‘valuing equality’, as well as on attributes like ‘outspoken’ and 

‘westernized’. Moreover, Hong Kong people seem to remain very sensitive to the discrepancy between 

the authoritarian Chinese state and free Hong Kong society. Consequently, HongKongers shaped 

complicated, comflicting and ambiguous national identity, sharing ethic and racial basis for the perception 

of an abstract nationhood while regarding China was cultural “other” (Kit, 2014).  

 
69 Chan, Elaine, and Joseph Chan. 2013. “Liberal patriotism in Hong Kong.” Journal of Contemporary China 23(89), 
952–970. 
70 Mathews, Gordon. 1997. “Heunggongyahn: on the past, present, and future of Hong Kong Identity.” Bulletin of 
Concerned Asian Scholars 29(3), 3–13. 
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Efforts to Identity Reengineering - National Education Project 

 Nation-building is the process of constructing or structuring a national identity. Nation-building 

aims at the unification of the people within the state so that it remains politically stable and viable in the 

long run. The two main aspects of nation-building are political-aliance and political-identity.71  The 

construction of political alliance and political identity not only cultivate a sense of ownership of the state 

but a loyalty to the nation. Thus, people will identify themselves with the nation independent of their 

ethnic background, social class or region. To build nation, ties across regions and across ethnic divides 

must be established. Organisational, political-economic and communicative tools can be used for nation 

building. 

With the resumption of Chinese rule, Hong Kong people needed to build a new identity as 

citizens of the PRC. Thus, re-nationalization and assimilation process of Hong Kong took place in the 

society, including politics and education sector. Top-down indoctrination of Chinese nationalism was 

implemented in Hong Kong’s education policy in order to show loyalty to the central government as well 

as to solve the problem of nation building. A new education system that aims at building nationalism and 

patriotism was introduced and used to adjust the mindset and beliefs of local people and transplant love 

for the socialist system and the Communist party in them. It was to unify people of Hong Kong, soften the 

anti-communist sentiment and to defer the request for democratization (Tse, 2007). Ironically, the new 

ideological school education generated a lot of social conflicts and tensions.  

Under the pressures from pro-Beijing forces, the SAR Government has implemented national 

education, inside and outside the schools. Legislative Council has passed a motion on “Display of 
national flag72” on 18 May 2005 encouraging all levels of schools to raise national flag and regional flag 

regularly (e.g. monthly, weekly, daily) and on important days to show respect for the nation, to promote 

national education and to enhance students’ sense of national identity. National education was formally 

put on the agenda of the Government by the means of various policy measures. In practice, new 

curriculum incorporating nationalism was promulgated. Moral, Civic and National Education was 

 
71 Wimmer, A. (2018). Nation Building: Why Some Countries Come Together While Others Fall 
Apart. Survival, 60(4), 151-164. 
72  “That, to promote patriotic education in Hong Kong and in order that Hong Kong people attach greater 
importance to the display of the national flag, this Council urges the Government to require the d isplay of the 
national flag at government buildings, primary and secondary schools as well as the University Grants Committee -
funded institutions on National Day, Hong Kong Special Administ rative Region Establishment Day and New Year's 
Day, and to require schools to organize the national flag-raising ceremony on a regular basis with full participation 
by all teachers and students; furthermore, the Government should strengthen edu cation to enhance public 
understanding of the national flag and the regional flag.”  
Education Bureau, 2010. https://applications.edb.gov.hk/circular/upload/EDBC/EDBC10005E.pdf 

https://applications.edb.gov.hk/circular/upload/EDBC/EDBC10005E.pdf
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advocated as one of the four key tasks73 in curriculum development, encouraging schools to promote 

“National identity” as one of priority values and attitudes.  

To enhance students' understanding of the motherland and strengthen their sense of belonging to 

it, the Education and Manpower Bureau (EMB) emphasized the importance to history and national 

education in primary and secondary schools. New curriculum featured Chinese History as an essential 

element of learning in basic education and a new module on National Identity and Chinese Culture was 

added to the primary school curriculum of General Studies.74 All junior secondary students were required 

to study Chinese History, in order for students to have a deeper understanding of the national history. 

Under the patriotic education programme, students were to be reminded of the sufferings of China during 

foreign invasions and of the achievement of China under the leadership of the Communist Party 

(Fairbrother, 2003). Local tertiary institutions were commissioned to organize education curriculum 

modules with themes on Interaction between Contemporary China and the International Society, 

Traditional Chinese Culture and National Education. Various education purpose activities including study 

trips and summer programs to the Mainland were organized. Training programmes for school teachers on 

national education were organized as well. Mainland scholars and officials were invited to give talks 

about contemporary China. Millions of dollars was spent and sponsored on national education 

programmes by the Government and by various pro-Beijing organizations.  

Pro-Beijng camps, NPC and CPPCC also advocated the nationalism and patriotism education. 

Many pro-Beijing activists participated in national education and propaganda activities that are targeting 

young people. They arranged seminars, competitions, artistic performances, parades, exhibitions and 

publications and study trips to make a favorable environment for national education school curriculum. 

They sometimes used the anti-foreign sentiments in promotion. China’s historical and territorial disputes 

with nearby countries helped to initiate support for more patriotic and nationalistic education from many 

Hong Kong people (Kit, 2007).  

The “coerced” national education carried out by the government and the pro -Beijing campaigners 

provoked resistance from the local community. Some regarded the spoon-fed patriotism an attempt to 

Communist brainwash and thus a violation to freedom of thought. Others preferred nationalist education 

of a cosmopolitan, civic and pluralistic nature (Yuen & Bryan, 2007). Like when the government's 

National Education curriculum project triggered the Anti-National Education Movement in 2012, many 

assimilation policies backfired and resulted in social unrest.  
 

73 Four Key Tasks are Moral, Civic and National Education,  Reading to Learn, Project Learning and Information 
Technology for Interactive Learning. Education Bureau https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/curriculum-development/4-key-
tasks/about-four-key-tasks/index.html 
74 https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/200505/11/05110120.htm 

https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/curriculum-development/4-key-tasks/about-four-key-tasks/index.html
https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/curriculum-development/4-key-tasks/about-four-key-tasks/index.html
https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/200505/11/05110120.htm
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 The government often compromised and negotiated their policies and approaches into more 

moderate ones in response to the critics. Moreover, many teachers who are directly engaged in teaching 

politics believed that national identity should be open and critical in nature, and that studying politics 

wouldn’t make the students more patriotic. The national education curriculum lacks comprehensive 

planning and policy development (Shek, 2020). The defective curriculum materials and unclear concepts 

are hard to develop students holistically, let alone create “Chineseness” in young people. The 

coordination in implementing the national education of the three responsible bureaus, namely Education 

Bureau (formal school curriculum), the Home Affairs Bureau (Committee on the Promotion of Civic 

Education), and the Labor and Welfare Bureau (Youth Section in the Social Welfare Department) is also 

weak (Shek, 2020). Consequently, the political education in schools were not as constructive in student’s 
development of national identity and patriotism as it was supposed to be (Yuen & Bryan, 2007). In short, 

the role of schools in promoting a sense of national identity and boosting nation-building process has 

been limited than once conceived by the government.  

Efforts to Identity Reengineering – Medium of Instruction Policy 

Medium of Instruction (MOI) policy may be another example of government attempting to 

reshape Hong Kong’s identity. Before the handover, most local schools in Hong Kong used English as the 

official medium of instruction although many classes were in practice taught in Cantonese and Cantonese-

English mixture (source: BBC). The Education Departments’ findings (1997) show that about 94% of the 
students attended English-medium secondary schools while only 6% were studying at Chinese-medium 

schools.75 With its predominant role in the business, academic and social life, English was considered 

important linguistic capital and a “sysmbol of power” (Cheung, 1984). Naturally, many parents chose 
English-medium education for their children (Evans, 2008).  

Mandarin Chinese was introduced in schools in the 1980s and became a compulsory core subject 

in primary school and elective subject in secondary school in 1998. By 1999, the Education Bureau 

published the long term goal of adopting Mandarin Chinese as the medium of instruction in Chinese 

classes though it lacked the detailed timetables in it. The adoption of a pro-Chinese medium of instruction 

(MOI) policy represented a fundamental change in Hong Kong’s language education (Evans, 2008). The 

mandatory mother-tongue education policy forced schools to adopt Chinese as a medium of Instruction 

(CMI) and as a result, three-quarters of the English as a medium of Instruction (EMI) schools switched to 

CMI schools at junior secondary level (Grade 7-9) (Education Department, 1997). The government 

showed efforts to impose language policies and insidiously forcing Mandarin in the education system. 

The Education Bureau allocated greater subsidies for schools that adopted Mandarin as the medium of 

 
75 Education Department (1997). Annual Summary / Enrolment Survey. Hong Kong: Government Printer. 
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instruction. Out of 421 government and government-subsidized secondary schools, only 112 schools were 

permitted to adopt EMI.  

Despite the governmental incentives of learning and educating Mandarin Chinese, Cantonese still 

is the most preferred medium of communication. According to 2016 Population By-census Office (2017), 

among the population aged 5 and over, 88.9% speak Cantonese for their usual spoken language, 1.9% 

Putonghua, English, 4.3%, and Other Chinese dialect 3.1%. Although Mandarin Chinese is part of the 

required courses in the primary and secondary school curriculums, few Hong Kongers are willing, and in 

need to use it in their daily life. The major universities in Hong Kong adopt English as the language of 

formal instruction, except in the School of Chinese, Chinese literature or relevant studies, where some 

courses are conducted in or supplemented with Chinese. The CMI school are more often regarded as 

“inferior” to EMI schools, for those students who “failed” to get into EMI schools. 

To sum up, Hong Kong seem to have failed in the process of building a countrywide conscious 

sense of being proudly Chinese. Not only is it a long-term, slow-moving process, but the government’s 
identity reengineering strategy was somewhat ineffective. Interestingly, the very nature of the One 

Country, Two Systems principle may have been a stumbling block for promoting national identity as the 

principle acknowledges and guarantees the difference between Hong Kong and the mainland. By the 

paradoxical nature of One country, Two systems policy, the Hong Kong government has been in a 

situation where it cannot force the Chinese national pride and identity, hence was lenient and limited in 

nation-building process in Hong Kong citizens. 

Rejection to Social and Economic Convergence 

Despite official effort and the social circumstances of re-nationalization, local distinctiveness and 

thus the identity remained strong (Kit, 2014). Hongkongers’ political identity has become significant in 

their identity development. Liberal values such as the rule of law and human rights were considered as a 

part of Hong Kong identity and were learnt through formal and informal education. Most people in Hong 

Kong distanced themselves from China in a political aspect, that is, they separated themselves from 

Chinese Communist regime and rejected any association with political regime of People’s Republic of 

China.  

Without compromising their own identity, Hong Kong people accepted the “cultural” aspect of 

Chinese identity, respecting the cultural roots and history and embracing cultural and ethnic ties to China. 

Plus, many people recognizing China as land of huge business opportunity, took an optimistic approach. 

More and more people saw themselves as both Chinese and Hongkonger, more frequent transborder 
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interaction and social level integration between Mainland China and Hong Kong occurred (So, 2011), 

steadily changing HongKongers’ perception toward China. 

On one hand, Hong Kong people showed appropriating sentiment towards a new dual Hong 

Kong-China identity. On the other hand, they maintained resistance toward this new-Chinese nationalistic 

identity, regarding mainlanders as “others”. While appreciating and feeling proud of such events like 

Beijing Olympics Games in 2008 (Lau et. al, 2012), Hongkongers contested and felt uneasy with social 

problems in Chinese society. Shortly put, the positive and negative sentiment toward Mainland 

concurrently existed and affected the formation of Hongkongers’ hybrid identity. 

In recent years however, people’s discontent in accepting “social” aspect of Chinese identity 
seems to have been increasing. China-Hong Kong tensions no longer pertain to political defiance toward 

the Communist regime but the Chineseness or Hong Kong’s social and economic mainlandisation in 

general. According to Jones (2015), mainlandisation denotes the HKSAR’s increased economic 
dependence upon the PRC; the undermining of civil rights and PRC’s infiltration on the rule of law; the 
subordination of Hong Kong culture; the weakening of political institutions; and the deterioration of 

everyday life. In fact, more and more people feel furious about the social and economic convergence 

between Hong Kong and China, fearing that this change would adversely affect their living standards and 

job prospects. 

What is feared by Hong Kong citizens is their economic dependence on China. China plays an 

increasingly important role in Hong Kong’s economic development. Since Mainland’s economic reform 

and open-door policy in 1978, the economic tie between Hong Kong and the mainland have become 

stronger. Hong Kong’s economic pragmatism further deepened its ties with the Mainland after China 
became a member to the WTO (Chan, 2004). With the establishment of a regional trade agreement known 

as the “Closer Economic Partnership Arrangement” (CEPA), Hong Kong and China strengthened trade 

and investment cooperation. CEPA II in 2005 enlarged the partnership range between Hong Kong and 

Mainland to law, accountancy, medical, banking, insurance, transportation, tourism, education and social 

welfare (Anon, 2005).  

Mainland China has been Hong Kong's largest trading partner since 1985. Mainland accounted 

for 50.4 per cent of Hong Kong’s total trade in 2018.76 It has been Hong Kong's largest supplier in goods 

since 1982. In 2018, the value of Hong Kong's total imports from the Mainland was HK$2,186.3  billion 

(US$278.9 billion), accounting for 46.3% of Hong Kong's total imports. Mainland is also the largest 

market for Hong Kong’s domestic export and re-exports, accounting for 44.2 per cent, and 55.1 per cent, 

 
76 Hong Kong Trade Statistics, 2018.  https://www.tid.gov.hk/english/trade_relations/mainland/trade.html 

https://www.tid.gov.hk/english/trade_relations/mainland/trade.html
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respectively. Outward direct investment to China was about 40% of the total outward direct investment in 

2018.  

Moreover, Mainland visitors make significant contribution to the city’s tourism industry. Nearly 

65 million visitors traveled to Hong Kong in 2018 and about 78 per cent of the total arrival come from 

Mainland. From 2012, more than 70 per cent of all visitors came from Mainland.77  In 2018, each 

overnight visitor from mainland China spent HK$7,029 (US$896) in Hong Kong, that is about 25 per cent 

more than the amount spent by a non-mainland visitor from elsewhere. Also, each same-day visitor from 

the mainland spent HK$2,410 (US$307), three times more than that spent by a visitor from e lsewhere.78 

In  2017, more than 44 million Mainland visitors contributed HK$56.8 billion to Hong Kong’s economy 
or 2.2 per cent of the city’s GDP.79  

While Hong Kong’s economic dependency become stronger by year, Hong Kong’s economic 

importance to China was marginalized. Hong Kong has demoted from commercial, tourist and service 

centre of China to a region that needs mainland’s economic support. The size of Hong Kong’s economy is 
equivalent to 2.7% of mainland China’s now, down from 18.4% in 1997.  

<Chart 4: Hong Kong’s shrinking share in China’s growing economy> 

 

Internally, it is losing its number one titles to other cities in China. It’s being the world’s busiest airport 
for international cargoes was replaced by Shanghai in 2010. Its rank has dropped to third world’s largest 

market for initial public offerings in 2017, after New York and Shanghai. Shenzhen, which Hong Kong 
 

77 Hong Kong Tourism Board, 2018. https://www.tourism.gov.hk/english/statistics/statistics_perform.html 
78Hong Kong Tourism Board, 2019. https://www.piie.com/blogs/china -economic-watch/drop-tourism-threatening-
hong-kongs-economy 
79 Peterson Institute for International Ecnomics, 2019. https://www.piie.com/blogs/china -economic-watch/drop-
tourism-threatening-hong-kongs-economy#_ftn8 

https://www.tourism.gov.hk/english/statistics/statistics_perform.html
https://www.piie.com/blogs/china-economic-watch/drop-tourism-threatening-hong-kongs-economy
https://www.piie.com/blogs/china-economic-watch/drop-tourism-threatening-hong-kongs-economy
https://www.piie.com/blogs/china-economic-watch/drop-tourism-threatening-hong-kongs-economy#_ftn8
https://www.piie.com/blogs/china-economic-watch/drop-tourism-threatening-hong-kongs-economy#_ftn8
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regarded as a neighbouring satellite city, has now become have grown as the domestic financial 

powerhouse that one day replace Hong Kong’s status as an international business hub as well as an 

offshore renminbi centre. Mainland container ports, namely Ningbo are developing and internationalizing 

rapidly. Hong Kong’s once topping sectors are now eclipsed by other Chinese cities. Although Hong 

Kong is maintaining its financial services supremacy, given China's meteoric economic growth in recent 

years and the rise of its own megacities, Hong Kong may eventually become just another peripheral 

Chinese city.   

As Hong Kong become more economically dependent and at the same time more align to Chinese 

economy, people worry that Hong Kong may be gradually losing its international profile and go through 

“de-internationalization” process (Chan, 2004). More importantly, Hong Kong’s economy is largely 

absorbed and integrated to China and Hong Kong’s fiscal health and sustainability is vulnerable to policy 
changes in China. Hong Kong’s growing economic dependency may therefore result in political 

dependency, creating not only socio-economic but political risks to society. The heavy dependence may 

also distort local economic development based on their competitive advantage, leading to reduced 

economic diversification (Li, 2006). 

Moreover, the social hatred towards Mainland Chinese also escalated. The influx of Mainland 

Chinese, who in general have desire to have their own land (Cheung, 1985) made the land and property 

scarcer. Mainlanders are blamed for pushing up the property price in Hong Kong and hijacking their 

career opportunities. There has been an increasing concerns of Hong Kong people who felt the city was 

overcrowded with mainlanders. Mainlanders are commonly acknowledged as “uncivilized”, “loud” and 
“rude” who frequently disturb local’s everyday life and change the landscape of local communities. They 

gained an image of living pretentious life, emptying the supermarket shelves of Hong Kong while lacking 

proper manners as a world citizen. The upsurge of mainland tourism and their pouring money into Hong 

Kong’s real estate impacting its property market all developed into a negative connotation on the social 
and cultural aspect of Chinese identity.  

The rejection to social convergence is shown in people’s perception towards Mandarin Chinese. 

The growing interconnectedness between Mainland China and Hong Kong, the increase in inbound 

tourism from the mainland,  the number of seung fei (雙非) children (children born in Hong Kong whose 

parents are both from the Mainland) since the handover has led to more widespread use of Mandarin, 

particularly in tourism-related commerce or public services. However, Mandarin Chinese has been 

regarded by many Hong Kong citizens as the “mainlandisation” of Hong Kong. While educators and 

linguistics are divided on about the efficacy of adopting Mandarin as the medium of instruction, some 
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residents fear that the city’s distinctive culture and identity will be subsumed by those of Mainland China 
with the prevalent use of Mandarin Chinese and low appreciation of the local language.  

This sentiment clearly showed when the students of Hong Kong Baptist University protested 

against the Mandarin proficiency requirement for graduation in 2018. According to the new school policy, 

undergraduates must pass the language exam to graduate if they have not taken other Mandarin language 

courses at the university. 70% of students who took the compulsory exam failed. Students questioned a 

lack of transparency and the level of difficulty of the test. However, at the heart of the matter ex isted 

students’ unhappiness at being required to study Mandarin to graduate.80 Two students were suspended 

for their misconduct of behavior. Although officials at Hong Kong Baptist University denied any political 

influence in the decision to suspend the two students, students alleged the university’s ‘over-reaction’ 

resulted from pro-Beijing pressure at a time when pro-Beijing groups are combating the ‘localism’ 
movement in Hong Kong.81 

CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF HONG KONG – FIGHT OR FLIGHT? 

The fear of losing “Two Systems” is troubling the people of Hong Kong. Whenever ‘One country’ 

overwhelmed ‘Two systems’, people voiced their demands for democratic reform. The youths feared that 

the unfair policies and arrangements would endanger Hong Kong’s core values and compromise the 
freedom and liberty that they are guaranteed with. The loose national identity and anti-mainland 

sentiments have wired them to pursue the “Two System”. The city’s deep rooted social grievance and 

economic insecurity fueled the protest movements.  

Elite theorists argue that power is concentrated in the hands of a few elites,82 the key actors who 

shape political and social outcomes. Elite beliefs, values and behaviors develop regime types, 

liberalization, stateness, and many other political phenomena. While the grassroots fought tooth and nail 

during mass political activities, Hong Kong elites remained relatively silent.83 From the perspective of 

Elite theory, ordinary citizens are fighting an already losing battle against a Goliath.   

 
80 https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/education/article/2130419/how-compulsory-mandarin-course-caused-
chaos-hong-kong 
81 https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20180125124556666  
82 The concept and definition of elites vary. According to the power-elite theory of C. Wright Mills (1956), 
the power elite is composed of government, big business, and the military. Mills SR (1956) The Power Elite. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press 
83 Since the early 1980s, Beijing adopted ‘cooptation and exclusion’ strategies to ensure a smooth transition and 
secure the control of Hong Kong. The Chinese government has deliberately recruited conservative political, 
professional and business elites through as delegates to the National People’s Congress (NPC) and the Chinese 
People’s Po lit ical Consultative Conference (CPPCC) (Tse, 2007). Meanwhile, they isolated political dissidents who 
displayed conflicting v iews to Beijing’s policies. Being Tongbao, natural-born Chinese who, in theory, have the 
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Not surprisingly, Hong Kong seems to have crossed Beijing’s “red line”.84 Beijing chastised her 

misbehavior by fast introducing the new national security law. Shackled by the new law, Hong Kong 

must get past more hurdles to fight for “Two Systems”. Now that any acts that the government sees as 
challenges to the nation can legitimately vanish them into prison, people may lose their will to fight and 

have nothing but to painfully accept whatever interpretation China gives to the “One Country, Two 
Systems” formula. The punishment for crossing the line indeed worsened the situation for Hong Kong. 

However, the people of Hong Kong may ask the nation: who was the first one to have crossed the line? Is 

it them or the one that encroached the “Two Systems” that was promised in the city for fifty years? An 

honest answer to this question might no longer be heard in Hong Kong.  

 
rights as every PRC citizen, Hong Kong tycoons long enjoyed the special connection to Beijing’s leadership. 
Outliers would be punished. The pro-Beijing local leaders and influential figures have stood on pro-China side and 
helped defend official Chinese policies. Benefitted from the social contract with Chinese authorities, many Tycoons 
in Hong Kong have shown Beijing-friendly stance, making the public statements on Beijing’s respect and adherence 
to one country, two systems model. Beijing was able to strengthen the control over Hong Kong with Chinese 
bourgeoisies, organizations at grassroots levels and mouthpieces of the Chinese Government (Xu, 1993).  
84 President Xi said: "Any attempt to endanger national sovereignty and security, challenge the power of the central 
government and the authority of the Basic Law of the HKSAR or use Hong Kong to carry out infiltration and 
sabotage activities against the mainland is an act that crosses the red line, and is absolutely impermissible." at a  
gathering celebrating the 20th anniversary of Hong Kong's return to the motherland and the inaugural ceremony of 
the fifth-term government of the HKSAR. http://www.xinhuanet.com//english/2017-07/01/c_136409560.htm 



39 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Agur, C., & Frisch, N. (2019). Digital Disobedience and the Limits of Persuasion: Social Media Activism 
in Hong Kong’s 2014 Umbrella Movement. Social Media Society, 5(1), Social Media Society, 
February 2019, Vol.5(1). 

Chan, K. K. L. (2004). Taking stock of “one country, two systems”. One country, two systems” in crisis: 
Hong Kong’s transformation since the handover, 35-60. 

Cheung, C., Ha, S., & Chinese University of Hong Kong. Graduate School. Division of Business 
Administration. (1985). The boom and bust of the Hong Kong property market and its aftermath . 
Hong Kong: Chinese University of Hong Kong. 

Cheung, Y. S. (1984). The uses of English and Chinese languages in Hong Kong. Language Learning and 
Communication, 3(3), 273-283. 

Chong, T., & Li, X. (2020). The development of Hong Kong housing market: Past, present and 
future. Economic and Political Studies: A Special Issue on Housing Markets in the Greater China 
Area, 8(1), 21-40. 

Davies, J. C. (1962). Toward a theory of revolution. American sociological review, 5-19. 

Evans, S. (2008). Classroom language use in Hong Kong's reformed English-medium stream. Journal of 
Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 29(6), 483-498. 

Fairbrother, G. (2003) Toward critical patriotism (Hong Kong, Hong Kong University Press).  

Feldmann, M. (2007) “Twenty Years ‘One Country, Two Systems’ in Hong Kong: A Reason to 
Celebrate?”, VerfBlog. https://verfassungsblog.de/twenty-years-one-country-two-systems-in-hong-
kong-a-reason-to-celebrate/,DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.17176/20170703-093231. 

Fung, A. (2001). WHAT MAKES THE LOCAL? A BRIEF CONSIDERATION OF THE 
REJUVENATION OF HONG KONG IDENTITY. Cultural Studies, 15(3-4), 591-601. 

Fung, A. (2004). Postcolonial Hong Kong identity: Hybridising the local and the national. Social 
Identities, 10(3), 399-414. 

Grotenhuis, R. (2016). Nation-building as Necessary Effort in Fragile States. 

Haila, A (2000). Real estate in global cities: Singapore and Hong Kong as property states. Urban Studies 
37(12): 2241–2256. 

Ho, M. (2019). Challenging Beijing's Mandate of Heaven: Taiwan's Sunflower Movement and Hong 
Kong's Umbrella Movement. 

Hong Kong's protests. (2019). Strategic Comments, 25(6), Xi-Xiii.  

Huang, T. (2019, September 17). A Drop in Tourism Is Threatening Hong Kong's Economy. Retrieved 
from https://www.piie.com/blogs/china-economic-watch/drop-tourism-threatening-hong-kongs-
economy#_ftn8 

Hung, S. C. F. (2016). The occupy central campaign in 2014 hong kong.  Contemporary Chinese Political 
Economy and Strategic Relations, 2(2), 669-734. Retrieved from 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/1815408649?accountid=6802 

Jones, C. A. (2015). Lost in China?. Cambridge University Press. 

https://dx.doi.org/10.17176/20170703-093231
https://www.piie.com/blogs/china-economic-watch/drop-tourism-threatening-hong-kongs-economy#_ftn8
https://www.piie.com/blogs/china-economic-watch/drop-tourism-threatening-hong-kongs-economy#_ftn8
https://search.proquest.com/docview/1815408649?accountid=6802


40 
 

Kit, C. (2014). China as 'Other': Resistance to and ambivalence toward national identity in Hong 
Kong. China Perspectives, (1), 25-34. 

Kwan, S. (2018). Hong kong millennials graduate from university to public housing.  Bloomberg Wire 
Service  

Lau, P. W., Lam, M. H., Leung, B. W., Choi, C. R., & Ransdell, L. B. (2012). The longitudinal changes 
of national identity in mainland China, Hong Kong and Taiwan before, during and after the 2008 
Beijing Olympics Games. The International Journal of the History of Sport, 29(9), 1281-1294. 

Lee, I. (2005). English language teaching in Hong Kong special administrative region (HKSAR): a 
continuous challenge. Teaching English to the world: History, curriculum, and practice , 35-45. 

Lee, J., & Tang, W. (2017). The hegemony of the real estate industry: Redevelopment of 
‘Government/Institution or Community’ (G/IC) land in Hong Kong. Urban Studies, 54(15), 3403-
3422. 

Leung, C. K., Ng, C. Y. J., & Tang, E. (2020). Why is the Hong Kong housing market unaffordable? 
Some stylized facts and estimations. Some Stylized Facts and Estimations (April, 2020). 
Globalization and Monetary Policy Institute Working Paper, (380). 

Leung, Y. (2005). Biliterate and Trilingual: Actions in response to the economic restructuring of Hong 
Kong. Bulletin VALS-ASLA, 82, 167-179. https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/20649913.pdf 

Li, K. W. (2006), The Hong Kong Economy: Recovery and Restructuring (McGraw-Hill). 

Ma, E., & Fung, A. (2007). Negotiating Local and National Identifications: Hong Kong Identity Surveys 
1996–2006. Asian Journal of Communication, 17(2), 172-185. 

Ng, K.-chung. (2018, December 18). 'We are wasting our resources training so many university students'. 
Retrieved from https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/education/article/2178402/hong-kong-
university-graduates-take-home-less-pay 

Ng, M.K., & Tang, W. (1999). Land-use planning in 'one country, two systems': Hong Kong, Guangzhou 
and Shenzhen. International Planning Studies, 4(1), 7-27. 

Poon, A. Y. (2000). Medium of instruction in Hong Kong: Policy and practice. Lanham, MD: University 
Press of America. 

Purbrick, M. (2019). A REPORT OF THE 2019 HONG KONG PROTESTS. Asian Affairs, 50(4), 465-
487. 

Purbrick, M. (2019). A report of the 2019 Hong Kong protests. Asian Affairs, 50(4), 465-487. 

Shao, G. (2019). Longstanding economic frustration is fueling Hong Kong's protests, expert says. 
Retrieved from https://www.cnbc.com/2019/08/05/hong-kong-protests-fueled-by-longstanding-
economic-frustration.html 

Shek, D. T. (2020). Protests in Hong Kong (2019-2020): A Perspective Based on Quality of Life and 
Well-Being. Applied Research in Quality of Life, 15(3), 1-635. 

So, A. Y. (2011). “One country, two systems” and Hong Kong-China national integration: A crisis-
transformation perspective. Journal of Contemporary Asia, 41(1), 99-116. 

Tse, T. K. C. (2007). Remaking Chinese identity: hegemonic struggles over national education in post‐
colonial Hong Kong. International Studies in Sociology of Education, 17(3), 231-248. 

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/20649913.pdf


41 
 

Tsui, A. B. (2004). Medium of instruction in Hong Kong: One country, two systems, whose 
language?. Medium of instruction policies: Which agenda? Whose agenda, 97-106. 

Veg, S. (2017). The rise of “localism” and civic identity in post-handover Hong Kong: Questioning the 
Chinese nation-state. The China Quarterly, 230, 323-347. 

Wang, L., & Kirkpatrick, A. (2015). Trilingual education in Hong Kong primary schools: An 
overview. Multilingual Education, 5(1), 1-26. 

Wong, Mathew Y. H, & Kwong, Y. (2020). One formula, different trajectories: China's coalition-building 
and elite dynamics in Hong Kong and Macau. Critical Asian Studies, 52(1), 44-66. 

Wong, W., & Xiao, H. (2018). Twenty years of Hong Kong and Macao under Chinese rule: being 
absorbed under ‘one country, two systems’. Public Money & Management, 38(6), 411-418. 

Wong, Y. C. (Ed.). (2008). " One country, two systems" in crisis: Hong Kong's transformation since the 
handover. Lexington Books. 

Wong, Y. C. Richard (2015). Hong Kong Land for Hong Kong People [electronic Resource] : Fixing the 
Failures of Our Housing Policy. 

Xu, J.-T. (1993) Hong Kong memoirs (Taipei, Linking Publishing Company). 

Yuen S., & Cheng E., (2015). Hong Kong’s Umbrella Protests Were More Than Just a Student Movement. 
https://www.chinafile.com/reporting-opinion/features/hong-kongs-umbrella-protests-were-more-
just-student-movement 

Yuen, T., & Byram, M. (2007). National identity, patriotism and studying politics in schools: A case 
study in Hong Kong. Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education, 37(1), 23-
36. 

Zhao, S., & Zhang, L. (2005). Economic Growth and Income Inequality in Hong Kong: Trends and 
Explanations. China: An International Journal, 3(1), 74-103. 

임희섭. (2016). 집합행동과 사회운동의 이론. 고려대학교 출판부.  



V 
 

魃ꤎ뫞 

 이 논문은 2014 년, 2019 년 홍콩 시위의 발생 원인과 특징을 분석하였다. 홍콩시위는 

중국의 홍콩에 대한 “일국(一國)”의 강조에 반하여 정치적, 경제적, 사회문화적 “양제(兩制)”의 
존중을 외치는 홍콩시민들의 요구에서 발생하였다. 2019 년 홍콩 시위는 2014 년 홍콩 시위와 

비교하여 그 규모와 범위가 확대되었으며 캠페인과 슬로건, 미디어의 사용의 방법이 세분화되고 
다양화되었다. 반면 강력한 리더십이 부재(不在)하며 유기적이라는 공통점을 보인다. 홍콩 시위의 

직접적인 배경은 “일국”을 확대하는 중앙과 홍콩 정부의 정책의 추진이나, 그 본질은 중앙정부에 
대한 불신과 비소통적인 홍콩정부에 대한 실망과 분노에서 비롯된 것이다. 또한 빈부격차, 불평등, 

제한적  상승이동(upward mobility)의 기회 등 경제적 요인과 국가건설(nation-building)의 결여 
및 약한 국민 일체감 (national identity), 對중국 사회경제적 통합(convergence)에 대한 반감 등 

사회문화적 배경이 복합적으로 작용했다고 할 수 있다. 일국양제는 홍콩의 회귀를 자연스럽게 

이끌었지만 역설적으로 대륙과의 국민통합을 위한 정책 실현의 걸림돌이 되었으며 중국에 대한 
반감과 홍콩의 자주성(local identity)을 형성하는 원인이 되었다. 그런 이유에서 홍콩 시위는 

“일국”이 확대되고 “양제”가 제한될 때 필연적으로 발생하였다고 평가한다.  

 

핵심용어 : 홍콩시위, 일국양제, 우산혁명, 홍콩송환법 
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