
 

BABES-BOLYAI UNIVERSITY 

FACULTY OF EUROPEAN STUDIES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(A)POLITICAL HONG KONG? SELECTIVE DEPOLITICIZATION AND 

OVER-POLITICIZATION IN POST-NATIONAL SECURITY LAW HONG KONG 

 

Summary 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scientific Coordination ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Ph.D. Student 

Prof. Dr. Sergiu Mișcoiu ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Carmen Ștefania Duță 

 

 

 

 

 

Cluj-Napoca 

2026 

 

 



 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Preface …………………………………………………………………..…………………….……… p. 3 

List of Figures ……………………………………..…………………………………………….…… p. 4  

List of Abbreviations ...………………………………………………………………..……….…… p. 5 

Introduction ……………………………………………………………………………………….…. p. 7 

 

Chapter I. Theorizing an Axis of Depoliticization, Politicization, Over-politicization 

I. A. The Four Dimensions of the Political: Politicization, Over-politicization, Depoliticization, 

and the Apolitical ………………………………………………….……………………..………… p. 13 

I. B. Historical Depoliticization and Over-politicization in Mainland China and its Consequences 

for Hong Kong ……………………………………………………………………………..….……. p. 25 

I. C. Research Scope, Methodology, and Limitations …………………………….…………...… p. 35 

 

Chapter II. Is Colonial Hong Kong a political project? 

II. A. The Formation of Colonial Hong Kong ………..………...……………..……..………….... p. 41 

II. B. (A)Political Colonial Hong Kong …………………..…..……………………………..…….. p. 47 

II. C. Colonial Heritage in Perceiving Politicization …..…..…………………………………….. p. 58 

 

Chapter III. Transitional Space and Attempted Democratization 

III. A. The Handover: Attempts at Mainlandization, Attempts at Democratization ………... p. 62 

III. B. The Consolidation of the Civil Society and the Umbrella Movement ………………..... p. 70 

III. C. Localism and Erosion of Democracy Post-Umbrella Movement ……..………………... p. 78 

 

Chapter IV. The Securitization Project 

IV. A. The 2019-2020 Protests ………………………………………………………………..….… p. 89 

IV. B. The National Security Law and the Copenhagen School …….……………................… p. 106 

IV. C. State of Emergency and the Disqualification of the Democrats ………………….……. p. 120 

 

Chapter V. Dismantling Dissent: Activists, Parties, and Civil Society under the NSL 

V. A. The Case of the 47 ………………………………………….………………………….…..… p. 128 

V. B. Post-NSL Local and Diasporic Dissent Targeting ……....………………………………... p. 133 

 



 

 

V. C. Erasing Institutionalized Opposition - Political Parties ………………………….…… p. 144 

V. D. Erasing Institutionalized Opposition - Civil Society Organizations ……………....… p. 151 

 

Chapter VI. Creating a Patriotic Electoral System 

VI. A. The 2021 Electoral Reforms……………………………………………………….…….. p. 162 

VI. B. Perceptions of Effectiveness of Electoral Reforms, the 2021 LegCo Election and the New 

CE ……………………………………………………………….……………………………..…. p. 172 

VI. C. The 2023 Electoral Reforms and the DC Election ……………………………………. p. 180 

 

Chapter VII. Reinforcing Securitization through Local Legislation 

VII. A. Reinforcement of Securitization and Art. 23 ………………………………………… p. 190 

VII. B. Public Reactions to the SNSO …………………………………………………………. p. 195 

 

Chapter VIII. Selectively Depoliticized, Selectively Over-politicized Hong Kong 

VIII. A. Securitization and Over-politicization of Speech in Education ………….…...…... p. 206 

VIII. B. Securitization and Depoliticization of Speech in the Press ………………………… p. 220 

VIII. C. The Apolitical Politician and the Over-political Mundane ………………………... p. 234 

 

Conclusion …………………………………………………………………………….…..…….. p. 242 

 

Bibliography ……………………………………………………………………………………. p. 248 

 

Appendix List  

I.​ List of Interviewees on Political Topics 

II.​ List of Interviewees on Social Topics 

III.​ List of Respondents to the Survey on Art. 23 

IV.​ Set of Interview Questions on Political Topics 

V.​ Set of Interview Questions on Social Topics 

VI.​ Set of Interview Questions for the Survey on Art. 23 

VII.​ Sentencing of the 45 Pro-Democrats in the Case of the 47 

VIII.​ CSOs Closed in Hong Kong June 2020 - December 2025 

IX.​ SNSO Criminal Offences and Subsequent Punishments 

 



 

 

Summary 

 

This thesis aims to analyze the political development of Hong Kong after the passing of 

the NSL through the filter of the depoliticization and over-politicization processes. It follows the 

political (under)development of Hong Kong chronologically, from the constraints of political 

development in the colonial period, the two decades after the Handover marked by strenuous 

efforts for democratization and pluralism, and the period following the introduction of the NSL, 

where the local and central authorities limit political development and pluralism through 

institutional, legal, and discursive securitization processes. The process of restructuring the 

political sphere in post-2020 Hong Kong is all-encompassing, from the forced disbandment of 

the pro-democratic camp and its political institutions, the repression of civil society, the 

introduction of two national security laws, to the electoral reforms. As a result, the role of 

ideology and of the political factor shifted from public contestation, dialogue, and pluralism to 

one ideological thread in line with the mainland model, which does not allow contestation, 

criminalizes dissent, and promises political representation through the lens of patriotism. 

The theoretical chapter proposes five research questions on the processes of 

depoliticization and hyper-politicization as seen in the existing literature, with an emphasis on 

Hong Kong’s particular case, where they develop in the context of autocratization and 

securitization. The first research question dealt with exploring depoliticization and 

hyper-politicization in case studies outside of democratic regimes. Before the National Security 

Law (NSL), Hong Kong had been classified as a regime between democracies and full 

authoritarianism, called a semi-democracy, a hybrid regime, or semi-authoritarianism. 

However, after the passing of the NSL, and more so the Safeguarding National Security 

Ordinance (SNSO), scholars increasingly assess Hong Kong’s regime as being authoritarian, a 

context in which depoliticization and over-politicization appear significantly different from 

those in democratic scenarios. Given the restructuring of the political and civic societies 

post-2020, depoliticization and, respectively, over-politicization take various forms electorally, 

institutionally, discursively, and socio-culturally through the creation of public apathy due to 

repression. Therefore, this research offers several forms of empirical evidence to support the 

thesis that depoliticization and over-politicization are the two main logics of authoritarian 

governance in post-2020 Hong Kong, as seen in the chapters below. 

 



 

The second chapter of the thesis addresses the formation of colonial Hong Kong, 

together with the process of creating a distinctive Hongkongese identity. Given colonial 

institutional, educational, discursive, and electoral constraints and underdevelopments, the 

Hongkongese identity has often been seen as apolitical. Depoliticization in the colonial period is 

the intentional creation of the colonial administration, which aimed to discourage the local 

population, already marginalized and discriminated against, from pursuing political agency. 

This is particularly relevant due to the fear of ideological contamination from the mainland, and 

can be seen in the brutal repression of riots in the beginning to the mid-20th century, and the 

legislation which targeted resistance against the empire – some of these archaic laws will be 

reused by the local authorities in the 21st century to suppress dissent. Instead, the empire, 

similarly to the mainland later on, based its claim to legitimacy on economic performance. In 

addition, towards the end of the colonial period, the administration granted local Hongkongers 

strong civil liberties and began the process of democratization through limited electoral reforms. 

The legal framework left by the British Empire through the Sino-British Joint Declaration and 

the Basic Law serves as one of the principal sources of paradoxes and dilemmas that will later 

stunt the development of democratization.  

The One Country, Two Systems (OCTS) principle introduces several hurdles in Hong 

Kong’s political development process after 1997, which are discussed in the third chapter. The 

Special Administrative Region’s (SAR) promised “high degree of autonomy” was in reality 

restricted by the mainland authorities through judicial interpretations of local legislation by the 

Standing Committee of the National People's Congress (SCNPC), unsuccessful attempts at 

passing a national security law in 2003, and the introduction of patriotic education in the early 

2010s, as well as restrictions on attempted electoral reforms aiming to increase political 

representation. As such, the SAR faced autonomy, but without democratization. The public 

dissatisfaction with these constraints resulted in growing animosity towards China as a polity 

on the one hand, and towards mainlanders on the other, as local identity grew and led to local 

expression of identification. Mass-mobilization efforts such as 2014 Occupy Central illustrate the 

growing political consciousness of the Hongkongese people, enjoying public support for their 

aim for universal suffrage. The slow pace of democratization, in part due to the 

underdevelopment of the political society in Hong Kong, resulted in transition fatigue and 

manifested as apathy, helplessness, or desperation regarding the political future of the region, 

all of which played a crucial role in the last mass-scale effort for democratization. 

 



 

By this point, the assumption that Hongkongers are apolitical, “economic animals” has 

clearly been proven false. The increased public pressure for democratization culminated in a 

mass movement in 2019 and 2020, as discussed in chapter four, when discontent with an 

extradition law catalyzed millions of Hongkongers. Their discontent shifted towards previous 

governance ills, and popular efforts concentrated around the five demands, at the forefront of 

which lay the desire for universal suffrage. The unprecedented mobilization was vilified by 

authorities, offering the central authorities the opportunity to impose a draconian national 

security law, which marked the beginning of the securitization project. The provisions of the 

NSL, including the new offences and their criminalization, were analyzed through the 

framework of securitization as conceptualized by the Copenhagen School, and the emergency 

state it imposed was used as a reason to essentially disqualify all democratic legislators. The 

NSL creates additional repression institutions, such as the Committee for Safeguarding National 

Security, National Security Department, and Office for Safeguarding National Security, and 

confers additional powers to the police force. The shock wave that followed the NSL marked the 

first major wave of depoliticization, characterized by the disqualification of several 

non-establishment politicians, the resignations of the rest, the end of protests as an expression of 

public interest, and the establishment of the regime of fear in several areas, from the press, social 

media, education, and in everyday environments. If the NSL is a tool for forced depoliticization, 

the immediate results are apathy, fear of expression, disengagement from the political arena, 

and increased immigration. 

The dismantling of the opposition is further addressed in chapter five through two 

perspectives: that of individual politicians and activists on the one hand, and that of 

institutionalized oppositions through political parties and civil society organizations (CSOs). On 

the first note, the thesis explores the repression of individual politicians in Hong Kong, as well 

as those who fled abroad, and highlights tactics such as naming and shaming, intimidation, 

arrests, administrative detention, as well as transnational repression through revoking 

passports, placing bounties on diasporic dissidents, and arresting members of their families, 

which some scholars call examples of collective punishment. Moreover, the chapter analyzes the 

collective case of targeting the 47 pan-democrats who were arrested for allegedly conducting an 

illegal primary election. In both instances, the judicial process for national security cases goes 

against the common law tradition of the SAR and incorporates mainland judicial elements to 

suppress opposition, such as introducing harsh sentences, removing jury trial, executive 

appointment of national security judges, and denying bail. On the second note, the chapter 

 



 

highlights how the aforementioned attacks on the pan-democrats led to the dismantling of 

institutional opposition in the forms of political parties and CSOs. Hong Kong has already 

suffered from political institutional underdevelopment, which was only exacerbated post-2020, 

as the arrests and harassment from the authorities led to the closing of all pro-democratic 

parties, many unions, and other politically engaged organizations. Overall, this chapter argued 

that, in the case of post-2020 Hong Kong, depoliticization is achieved through various 

mechanisms of state repression, from individual arrests, group targeting, and institutional 

dismantling of opposition, which results in political underrepresentation, a form of political 

poverty. The swift moves and the overarching legal mechanisms employed in this process led to 

a shock wave and instilled fear against possible future dissent. 

The forced removal of pan-democratic politicians and candidates through 

disqualifications and arrests was the first step in restructuring the political system post-NSL. 

The second step that allowed uncontested power for the pro-establishment camp was achieved 

through the electoral reforms discussed in chapter six. The 2021 and 2023 reforms 

fundamentally change the electoral processes in Hong Kong in various ways: firstly, they 

revamp the structure of the governing bodies both for the Legislative Council (LegCo) and the 

District Councils (DCs) which limit political representation, as well as modify the selection 

mechanisms for the Chief Executive (CE) though the Electoral Committee (EC); secondly, they 

introduce filtering mechanisms for “patriotic candidates” without a clearly defined set of 

qualification criteria, thus eliminating any non-pro-establishment candidate. The result of the 

reforms is reflected in the abysmal electoral turnout post-2021, as well as increased public 

disengagement in the electoral process, as interviewees noted that the 2021 reform was imposed 

locally without consultation, and that the lack of ideological variety makes electoral 

participation futile, a stark marker of depoliticization. 

Chapter seven focuses on the reinforcement of national security legislation through the 

enactment of art. 23 of the Basic Law. While some of the provisions of the NSL overlap with 

those of art. 23, the latter proposes a more comprehensive framework for criminalizing dissent 

or the intent for dissent. The need for SNSO was repeatedly stressed by central officials as a 

measure against “color revolution”, and the legislation was passed locally in an 

unprecedentedly short period. The chapter analyzes the offences of the SNSO, some newly 

introduced, others overlapping previous offences, but with harsher punishments – most 

notably, the law criminalizes acts that were previously not crimes, or were archaic crimes of the 

colonial period, updated with increased penalties, which acts as a politicization mechanism of 

 



 

the mundane. Here lies the paradox of dual, concomitant de-/over-politicization: while 

ideological pluralism is suppressed in the political sphere, acts outside of the political arena 

become politicized through the frameworks of the NSL and, later, of the SNSO. Moreover, SNSO 

offers authorities, particularly the police, extended powers of prosecution and has an 

extraterritorial effect, aiming to intimidate and repress diasporic dissent. The results of the 

survey conducted on the effect of art. 23 clearly indicates that the law resulted in a strong 

deterrence against free speech, limits Hong Kong’s autonomy from the mainland, negatively 

affects the SAR’s status as a global financial hub, and creates a regime of fear for citizens when 

interacting with authorities. 

Lastly, chapter eight provides additional empirical evidence for the duality of the 

depoliticization and over-politicization processes by bringing examples from the press, the 

education reforms to implement patriotic curricula, and other examples of governance crises 

where criticism of the authorities is over-politicized and labelled as threats to national security. 

The press has been one of the first targets of the securitization campaign, which led to several 

pro-democratic outlets being closed down, their members arrested and sentenced, and the press 

materials banned as seditious materials. On this note, the high-profile case of Jimmy Lai 

received the longest sentence in cases of national security, 20 years, overriding even prosecution 

cases from the mainland. The erosion of press freedom is intrinsically tied to freedom of speech 

and of academia, where expressions of civic engagement have been criminalized and 

over-politicized, while concomitantly, acts of adherence to the mainland cultural and political 

identity have become a staple of the patriotic curricula. In this context, where ideology is 

selectively shunned from the political sphere by repressing ideological pluralism, it is 

transferred to other areas such as education, entertainment, and non-ideological policies. 

Overall, the thesis concludes that post-2020 Hong Kong has been forcefully 

depoliticized. The findings indicate that, under the guise of securitization, Hong Kong's 

governance has taken on an authoritarian nature through legislative changes, institutional 

restructuring, and discursive control. In this context, depoliticization should not be seen as the 

complete disappearance of ideology in Hong Kong. Instead, it reflects a form of arena-shifting, 

where over-politicization of dissent leads to depoliticization through intentional repression, 

which can be argued to have fundamentally eroded Hong Kong’s autonomous political system. 

On a global scale, Hong Kong is a peculiar case – its depoliticization does not come from 

political apathy or disinterest, but from forced external intervention by its autocratic master. 

 



 

One of the challenges of writing on current political development is that changes happen 

at this very moment, and, given the high speed of restructuring of the political society in Hong 

Kong, future research should focus on the long-term effects of the securitization project. 

Another topic of interest left for future research resides in the methods of resistance against 

repression. While resistance still exists, its forms had to find less obvious expression: from soft 

resistance, supporting the yellow economy, continuing the Hongkongese political identity from 

diasporic spaces, or through remembering. A third possible research direction relies on the role 

of the diaspora in fostering a particular Hongkongese political identity and in continuing the 

legacy of the democratization movement. This thesis focused on the internal political changes 

within the SAR, leaving future research to investigate the role of the internalization of the 

development, particularly following the role that actors such as the US or the UK have on the 

political development of the region. Given the SAR’s slow economic development post-2020, an 

issue faced by the mainland as well, one cannot help but question to what end the selectively 

“apolitical” governance based on performance provides popular legitimacy in the future. And, 

if that fails, will what replaces it aid in the democratization process of the SAR? 
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