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o} @3 2015 DS 2019). ©] AFES] FAl= 5a8ell tHgE Ao thekAdel
bl elabd el aleld @Ael g Akl eEate) a4gat o
A% ogA Bkl weh spAe] ARl iR she] PebAlt
Hol ok A APHEEAL AT 1Ak AT 045
ol Fel i AEEAl] WA IS AN, A ULFAL,
“NZ2-F A}8]2-5(new social movement)A}Z’olEl= Al 7}A| 9] AlHS A A|
2 e gehn AHU G 2o 17 -18).
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o Hujsl BAFIA} o AANR LELE) FFE TAE AD
o b, AREEARS BBl e FHeT T A5
Al7F Bt 6oddl Futel] A/RE Wl EV B3 2 AlRlEsol| &
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movement)) AFZ-S- AlW|--EAlFko] A|A|gE 2| A o] HulFAlel 5o

o AeEHE ol o] whe Aom AFsel dapAgeld wAlsh:
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) % dAleA A AE new social movement®] 2] (Melucci, Keane, and Mier
1989; Habermas 1981)%= 601t o|% AR vlekgt AAsHI5, 314 7139
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A gelulglx sha gllh ¥E WA dEAEle] Adow nw 15
e FARAOoT wol 2 gix|ut wha] FASS A FHAstdT 1
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2 4, 585 AEL ANS FFE FALY AR 715 "o (R
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Solidarity and Resilience of Hong Kong's Anti-au-

thoritarian Movement: Lessons and Prospects

Yan-ho Lai v

(Conference paper for “After 5.18: social movements and political thoughts”)

(draft only, do not cite)

Introduction

From June 2019 onwards, a series of rallies against a proposal to
permit extraditions to mainland China grew into a revival of anti-au-
thoritarian movement in Hong Kong and challenges to Beijing’s control
over the city. This short article explains the resistance of pro-democ-
racy as well as anti-authoritarian Hong Kong citizens in face of the
escalating repression of the sovereign state, China by answering two
questions. First, why solidarity of the anti-authoritarian movement was

built in 2019? Second, how does the movement remain resilient up to

1) Eric Lai is the Hong Kong Law Fellow at Center for Asian Law in
Georgetown Law. He is also a PhD Candidate in Law at SOAS University of
London. He was a Convenor of the Civil Human Rights Front, as well as a
founding member of the Hong Kong Election Observation Project. His
research studies law and politics as well as law and social movement in

Hong Kong and China.
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the present time?2)

This article argues that, the leader-full character of the anti-extra-
dition bill movement in 2019 played a pivotal role in building solid-
arity of the anti-authoritarian movement. The adjective “leader-full”
was created by journalists and activists who interpreted protests as be-
ing full of leaders who deliberate strategies, organize actions, and mo-
bilize themselves without traditional forms of top-down leadership that
is conventionally practiced in social movement industry (Hui, 2019;
MobLab Team, 2019). The grave threats to liberty and the rule of law,
which arecherished in Hong Kong, amid the absence of stable and le-
gitimate pro-democracy movement leaders have laid foundation of the
emergence of leaderless protests, bringing a leader-full movement alive.
The unity of protestors was built by popular movement leaders and
anonymous activists. The unity was sustained by a multitude of crea-
tive strategies and tactics in political, economic, and cultural life of
the city. The decentralized leadership and resistance have contributed
to movement resilience as well, when protestors and well-known lead-
ers were cracked down by the implementation of the national security
law in 2020. Protest supporters continued to sustain the legacy of the
2019 movement in ingenious ways, ranging from economic buycotts
and boycotts, unionization and judicial assistance. Before going into
detail, the context of Hong Kong’s anti-authoritarian movement is ex-

plained in the following section.

2) Some ideas and observations in this article draw on my recent work:
“Solidarity and implications of a leaderless movement in Hong Kong: its
strengths and limitations” Communist and Post-communist Studies, 53 (4),

#41-67 (co-authored with Ming Sing).
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Building Solidarity: From Disunity to Unity

Hong Kong’s democratization movement commenced in 198os, after
China and Britain, which was the suzerain of Hong Kong since 1842,
signed an UN-registered treaty for the transfer of Hong Kong’'s sover-
eignty to China in 1997. The early democratization movement had two
characters: (1) to promote more liberal democratic reform of the elec-
toral system introduced by the British colonial administration and (2)
to resist the Communist autocratic rule by full democracy that could
preserve the autonomy in Hong Kong. The second character gained a
lot of sympathy from Hong Kong citizens after Beijing’s crackdown of
the Tiananmen student movement on 4th June 1989.

Although a Bill of Rights that protects rights and freedoms of
Hong Kong citizens in accordance with the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) was enacted in Hong Kong, and the
Basic Law, which serves as a “mini-constitution” under the new sover-
eign, promised a full universal suffrage will be achieved in future elec-
tions for the Chief Executive and the Legislative Council, Beijing sup-
pressed any attempt to make Hong Kong enjoying full democracy and
has tightened its control of Hong Kong by various ways. As early as
2003, the puppet government of Hong Kong introduced a draconian
national security law, but it was withdrawn after a mass protest fea-
turing more than half a million citizens of Hong Kong denouncing the
bill and calling for greater democratization in the city. Then, Beijing
heightened its strategy of encroachment by political suppression and
economic integration between Hong Kong and China. The course of
economic globalization and neo-liberalization favored the Chinese capi-

tal, both from the state and the private business, to flow to Hong
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Kong’s property market, stock market and different industries that pro-
vide daily necessity to the local people, creating a strong economic
dependence of Hong Kong upon China.

When Xi Jinping came to power in 2012, the confrontations be-
tween China and Hong Kong escalated. Xi toughened his governing
policy towards Hong Kong by suppressing not only democratization,
but also the city’s freedom and judicial autonomy. The Beijing’s deci-
sion to set up a filtering mechanism to screen candidates running for
future Chief Executive elections by popular vote and thus led to the
well-known Umbrella Movement in 2014 was evident of Xi's assertion
to prevent full autonomy of Hong Kong.

The state’s violations of civil liberties in Hong Kong did not en-
gender a strong unified alliance from civil society to resist the ex-
panding political repression in the beginning. Rather, the democra-
tization movement in Hong Kong had suffered from series of divisions
and internal frictions before the anti-extradition bill movement in 2019.
For many years different camps of the pro-democracy forces blamed
each other for the stalemate of democratization in Hong Kong. The
moderate pro-democracy parties and labor unions were criticized as re-
peatedly making compromises to Beijing on democratic reforms and as
reluctant to endorse movement strategies and tactics of the militant
protestors, who claimed their ways were more effective than conven-
tional peaceful demonstrations. Moreover, during the Umbrella
Movement, student leaders were accused by radical occupiers of domi-
nating the leadership in the occupied sites, and failing to escalate ac-
tions to pressurize the government. Last but not the least, the divi-
sions between moderate and radical camp of the democratization

movement also lies in the issue of sovereignty. While traditional

72+ After 518 =53 A 5.8



pro-democracy forces promote democracy without challenging the le-
gitimacy of the Chinese sovereignty, localists have been calling for the
restoration of the right to self-determination by the people, the build-
ing of civic nationalism in Hong Kong, and even some of them de-
manded Hong Kong independence from China.

Although no evidence demonstrates a strong support for making
Hong Kong an independent polity among the public, mutual recrimi-
nations between the moderate pro-democracy and radical localist
camps led to the democratization movement to a “dead end”, and
were made use by the authoritarian state to expand political re-
pression against activists and encroachment of civil society in Hong
Kong. During the five years after the Umbrella Movement, at least 9
election candidates were disqualified from running for the Legislative
Council elections because of their political advocacy for self-determi-
nation or Hong Kong independence. The pro-independence Hong Kong
National Party was disbanded by the government on the ground of
causing threat to national security, and a foreign journalist who host-
ed a talk with the leader of the disbanded party was also expelled. 16
activists, including three student leaders in the Umbrella Movement,
were sentenced of provision of social service at first but were later on
put to jail, due to the prosecution’s appeal for sentence review. Nine
activists of the Umbrella Movement were also sentenced to immediate
or suspended jail for their acts of civil disobedience. Overall, political
repression was prominent as the government’s retribution to the glob-
ally known pro-democracy movement in 2014. However, the testimonies
and sentencing of intellectual activists, leaders from student unions
and political parties, former lawmakers and a Christian pastor in the

Umbrella Movement had moved many pro-democracy citizens to en-
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gage in the anti-extradition bill protests in 2019, showing support and
solidarity with those in jail.

The anti-extradition bill protest movement sparked off in 2019, few
months after the government proposed a bill that permits the transfer
of Hong Kong residents to mainland China to face criminal trials
upon the request of the sovereign state. The proposal empowers the
executive branch to accept the request of fugitive transfers from China
without any check by the legislature, engendering pressures on judges
and the due process of reviewing such requests at court. Seeing the
bill as a grave threat to personal freedoms and the city’s rule of law,
movement disunity was replaced by unity of different pro-democracy
camps to oppose the bill, which would help Beijing to suppress all
opposition figures across the political spectrum by sending them to be
tried within the Chinese criminal justice system. Both moderate and
traditional pro-democracy parties alongside coalitions as well as localist
groups mobilized supporters and the public to oppose the bill. Before
the one million people’s march against the extradition bill on 9 June
2019, some active users of an online forum “LIHKG” formed a team to
propaganda against the extradition amendments and to call for joining
demonstration to pressurize the government. Hundreds and thousands
of citizens also started online signature campaign, circulating
anti-extradition bill statements among their peers in schools,
workplace, and churches, generating a strong opposition of more than
270,000 signatures from at least 376 online statements (CitizenNews,
2019). These actions indicated the growing solidarity of civil society in
resisting the bill with an unified voice.

Solidarity in the anti-extradition bill movement was not only

attributed to the common acknowledge of threats from the
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government proposal and to the affective bonding with jailed activists,
but also to the common experiences of sufferings at the beginning of
the movement, that were the largely perceived police brutality in
protest policing and the self-sacrifice by young protestors. Evidence of
police’s excessive use of disproportionate force such as rubber rounds,
expired teargas canisters, water cannon and even live ammunition in
public order policing have been widely reported and documented by
the press and international NGOs. As found in on-site surveys
conducted by local scholars, public discontent with the police’s
treatment of protestors was the top reason of supporting the
anti-extradition bill movement since July 2019 (Lee et. al. 2019). Worse
still, several young protestors committed suicide at the beginning of
the movement, leaving notes that re-stated their demands for
withdrawing the bill and realizing full democracy in the city. Last but
not the least, when hundreds of protestors stormed in the Legislative
Council Complex on 1 July 2019, one of them removed his mask that
made his identity known to the public, urging protestors to remain in
the building and called for citizens to come to protect them.
Otherwise, as he appealed, the occupy would end with a long-term
failure of the movement.

Although occupiers decided to retreat from the building at the
end, the courageous self-sacrifice of protestors with blood and sweat
had moved more and more citizens to endorse and participate in the
movement late on. Different camps in the movement realized the
need to achieve greater unity as well as the value of decentralizing
the movement in order to mobilize as many people as they could.
The changes in protest philosophy and tactics led to a leader-full

movement that built solidarity and resilience of the anti-authoritarian
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movement in Hong Kong, and is examined in the next section.

From Leaderless Protests to A Leader-full Movement

The anti-extradition bill movement was leaderless but leader-full.
As shown in an on-site survey, only 4.5% of the responded protesters
claimed that they were mobilized by organizations, whereas 15.1% said
they engaged in the movement on their own. The survey also revealed
that 75.9% of respondents treated online forums as one of the most
popular channels for information exchange regarding the protests (Lee
et al., 2019). While radical protestors demonstrated strong commitment
to militant and disruptive protest strategies to pressurize the
government, peaceful and moderate protestors focused on widening
scope of mobilizations as well as developing protest tactics for
solidarity actions. In other words, protestors were not just following
commands from any outstanding activist leaders or organizations, but
leading the movement themselves. This section provides five examples
to explain such leader-fullness in this movement.

Firstly, traditional pro-democracy forces and newly emerged
platforms played pivotal roles in mobilizing citizens together,
eliminating a top-down, organizational-centric form of mobilization.
The Civil Human Rights Front (CHRF), as a civil society platform
consisted of more than 40 member organisations, including
pro-democracy parties, labour unions, Church communities and human
rights advocacy organisations, served as the major rally mobilizer in
the traditional pro-democracy camp. Being a veteran and popular

protest  organiser since 2002, CHRF organized nine mass
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demonstrations against the extradition bill and demanding for full
democracy in general between 2019 and 2020. Four of the rallies were
featured by more than a million participants, as estimated by the
organizers. CHRF played an active role not only by organising mass
demonstrations that caught global media attention, but also by
mobilizing resources to sustain the movement. It coordinated with a
group of pro bono lawyers and the 612 Humanitarian Fund, which was
a crowdfunding platform trusted by former lawmakers and a Catholic
Cardinal, to provide legal assistance for arrested protestors.

Apart from tradition form of protest participation, many
anonymous protestors made use of social media platforms and
communication tools such as Telegram to recruit members to decide
and coordinate protest actions at the frontline. A multitude of
Telegram groups and channels were created, harnessing a diversity of
support, ranging from organizing protests to updating real-time
information at protest sites and exchanging contacts to arrange exit
plans. A division of labor was clear: traditional pro-democracy forces
concentrated their efforts on mobilizing the mainstream peaceful
citizens to engage in protests, whereas radical and militant protestors
could organize protest actions through virtual platforms by themselves.
With the movement slogans such as “be water” and “no snitch, no
split” becoming the imperatives among protestors, different camps
ceased to blame each other over protest ideology and tactics. Rather,
they stressed more on the importance of fluidity and solidarity of
protest actions (Lee 2020).

Secondly, cross-sectoral mobilizations were carried out to
demonstrate citywide support for the movement to local and

international media. As aforementioned, cross-sectoral signature
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campaign was a major driving force of the outbreak of the
anti-extradition bill movement in June 2019. Later on, sectoral
mobilisation became more comprehensive. Groups of individuals
created Facebook pages and declared their endorsement for the
movement with their affective or professional identity, such as “Hong
Kong mothers”, protestant clergy, medical doctors and civil servants.
They got media attention not as they performed as different pillars of
consolidating the solidarity and continuity of the movement. These
groups did not claim themselves leaders of the movement but acted
as organizers to expand the base of support for the movement.
Cross-sectoral mobilizations not only demonstrated solid public support
for the protests. It could lower the cost of protest participation when
citizens realized that their professional knowledge and skills could
contribute to the movement meaningfully. Their substantive provisions
of resources and assistance to protestors on legal, medical,
psychological, spiritual and familial needs enriched the diversity of
protest participation as well as enhanced movement solidarity as a
whole.

Thirdly, learned from local and global history of resistance,
protestors developed three protest tacticsto show the power of arts
and of solidarity, keeping the movement vibrant and resilient. The
arts, whatever in visual, motion or musical forms, is highly connected
with social movements as many protestors and professional artists have
produced artworks and artistic activities that engender political power
against the establishment in social movement (Pang 2020). In the
anti-extradition bill movement, a multitude of “Lennon Walls” was
setup across neighborhoods and popular sites of the city. Lennon Wall

was an iconic site that allows people to write political messages to
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express their views and sentiments toward the Umbrella Movement in
the occupied =zones. It was revived in the 2019 protests and
widespread in the city, providing a political space to display artistic
pro-movement propaganda as well as to attract passers-by to write
sticky notes, showing solidarity with and support for frontline
protestors.

The forming of human chains named as “the Hong Kong Way”
and the chanting of a newly-composed protest anthem of “Glory to
Hong Kong” were other instances of artistic protestors for solidarity.
They were inspired by the “Baltic Way” and the “Singing Revolution”
of the Baltic states in late 1980s. Unlike major demonstrations in the
anti-extradition bill movement, “the Hong Kong Way” and “Glory to
Hong Kong” were initiated by unknown activists in online forum.
Coordinated through Telegram groups and promoted through media
publicity, the first human chain action was carried out in three major
hubs of Hong Kong and the landmark mountain of Lion Rock in
August 2019. It was estimated that more than 45,000 participants built
a 45-kilometer-long human chain in one night. For the chanting of
the new protest anthem, it was recorded and uploaded to YouTube by
anonymous citizens. It had attracted wide audience and appreciation
as the lyrics drew on the protestors’ experiences and sentiments,
enhancing their commitment to the struggle for democracy and
freedom at all costs. People commenced to play and chant the
anthem in street protests and other avenues such as shopping malls,
football matches and even churches. The human chains and the
chanting actions were widely copied by ordinary students and
residents in neighborhoods, who initiated numerous protest actions

inside or outside high school campuses and residential estates
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respectively (Lai and Sing 2020). A leader-full movement was
achieved, laying foundations for strengthening movement resilience in

face of the toughened retribution by the state.

Strengthening Movement Resilience

in Economic and Judicial Realms

In June 2020, Beijing decided to enact a national security law that
bypassed the local legislature of Hong Kong, for the sake of
suppressing the anti-authoritarian movement. The new law
fundamentally violated protection of civil and political rights prescribed
in the Basic Law of Hong Kong alongside the ICCPR, and weakened
the powers of the local independent judiciary by a number of legal
measures. By now, more than a hundred political activists were
arrested under charges of inciting session, subversion, acts of terrorist
activities and of colluding with foreign forces. Most of them were
denied bail and remanded at present. Despite the crackdown of
political activists and the disappearance of direct actions and street
mobilizations, traces of the anti-extradition bill movement can still be
found in citizenry life. Three instances can prove the anti-authoritarian
movement in Hong Kong remain resilient under such diminishing civic
space.

First and foremost, political consumerism has served as a major
strategy for citizens to continue their support for the anti-authoritarian
movement. Political consumerism aims at promoting social, economic
and political changes via economic consumption, such as buy-cotting

fair trade products and boycotting goods from sweat factory. In the
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case of Hong Kong, political consumerism has been practiced by
protestors and pro-democracy citizens by distinguishing pro- and
anti-government camps in the economy. Protestors labeled restaurants
and retail shops as within the “yellow economic circle” if they had
joined strikes against the extradition bill, publicly endorsed the
movement, or displayed protest propaganda. At the same time, joint
enterprise, chain stores and restaurants that are owned by Chinese
capitalists and pro-government businessmen were identified as part of
the “blue economic circle”. Protest supporters also innovated
smartphone applications to navigate members of the yellow economic
circle, in order to strengthen the ties between protestors,
pro-movement stores and pro-democracy consumers. Moreover, the
yellow economic circle evolved to be more sophisticated when
pro-democracy citizens and merchants set up networks to recruit
protestors who were dismissed due to their current charges, as well as
to expand political consumerism in other service industries, such as
grocery delivery. After the passage of the new national security law,
many shops and restaurants in the yellow economic circle decided to
remove posters that promoted the movement. However, the track
record of those “yellow shops” and “yellow restaurants” continued to
attract pro-democracy supporters. Furthermore, after law enforcement
agencies harassed or arrested owners or employees of the yellow
shops, many citizens went to buy goods in those branches as ways of
showing solidarity with movement allies and of performing subtle,
hidden resistance to the state’s crackdown of protests (Hong Kong
Free Press 2021).

Another evidence of the resilience of the anti-authoritarian

movement is the sustained waves of new labor union front, which was
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sparked off in late 2019. During the course of the anti-extradition bill
movement, many white collars workers realized that forming labor
unions would be effective to organize peers to sustain the movement
on one hand, and could generate pressure to the pro-government
camp in competing seats of lawmakers dedicated to wunion
representatives. According to “Hong Kong on Strike”, a major civil
society platform that was established during the 2019 protests, at least
50 newly-formed labor unions and traditional pro-democracy unions
formed a united front to prepare for a general strike that demands
for full democracy in Hong Kong (Hong Kong on Strike, 2019). In
2020, more than 450 new unions were registered officially. One of the
major goals of new unions was to call for strikes against unpopular
governance, such as the Hospital Authority Employees Alliance’s strike
that pressurized the government to close the border at the outbreak
of the COVID pandemic. Despite the fact that some new labor unions
decided to disband due to the threat of the national security law,
many remained operation and continue to recruit members and to
distribute materials critical of government policies alongside political
repression. An obvious example was the formation of a coalition
among labor unions in April 2021, campaigning against a proposed
immigration law amendment that would give greater power of the
Director of Immigration to bar citizens leaving the city. Although the
amendment was finally passed, the front proves the resilience of
unionization of the anti-authoritarian movement in Hong Kong (Lau
2021).

The last example of movement resilience in Hong Kong lies in the
widening network of judicial assistance. As of this writing, more than

10,000 protestors were arrested. At least a quarter of them completed
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or wait for court trials, and more than 700 of the defendants were
charged with rioting, which can be sentenced to jail for up to ten
years. The latest court trials are scheduled in 2023 so far. In respond
to the mass prosecution and intensive criminal trials, many civil
society organizations and individual citizens gather to provide support
for the defendants in numerous ways, ranging from providing briefings
as preparations of possible imprisonments, attending court trials for
solidarity and documentation purposes, publishing stories of trials and
sentenced defendants for gaining public attention, to recruiting pen
friends for protestors in jail. These efforts serve as building solidarity
and trust between protestors and citizens between the wall of prison,
and as unifying protest supporters when street protests are not
possible to be held. As protest-related trials would last in the coming
years, as long as trials remain public, judicial assistance would
continue to be a major form of political participation for sustaining

the morale and collective agency of the anti-authoritarian movement.

Conclusion: Lessons and Prospects

This article reveals a number of strategies and tactics that kept
the Hong Kong’s anti-authoritarian movement vibrant and resilient in
both favorable and difficult circumstances. It is understandable that
protest movement in Hong Kong may enter a stage of abeyance, and
the movement would suffer from the loss of resources and a decline
in morale due to the long imprisonment of outstanding political
figures and the disbanding of political groups from the pro-democracy

camp. Even so, the post-2020 development in Hong Kong has also
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unfolded the political agency of citizens in supporting civil society and
pro-democracy movement as well as resisting the escalating political
repression by the state. In fact, positive elements can still be found
after the political crackdown by the new national security law.
Archiving the legacy and documentary records of the anti-extradition
bill movement becomes more essential and practical for activists,
intellectuals and ordinary citizens to protect the memories and legacies
of the anti-extradition bill movement from the government’s wiping of
the history of resistance. Many Hongkongers departed the city to set
up their new homes, and outspoken activists continue their advocacy
work overseas. It is likely that Hong Kong diasporic activism would
emerge across the globe soon.

The total crackdown would not put the movement to an end. It is
just one of the trials of the solidarity and resilience to the Hong
Kong protest movement, and to the people of Hong Kong. As found
in many historical instances, say in the mainland China, putting
opposition leaders in jail or disbanding pro-democracy organizations
could demobilize and dissolve local protests. However, there were also
cases showing that, prosecuting and imprisoning leading figures in
activism could engender greater sympathy to the movement by the
public, strengthening solidarity in «civil society to sustain the
movement, like what had happened in Poland, Taiwan and Korea in
1980s. | believe Hong Kong’s anti-authoritarian movement would follow
the latter path, and we would eventually set our home free from the

repressive darkness.
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