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ABSTRACT
In this short review, we explain the need for a multidimen-
sional analytical framework for exploring how the construc-
tion of men and masculinities has shaped Hong Kong’s
social and political development, and how politics both
enable and constrain men in their lived experiences and
practices in various life spheres at the city’s current political
juncture. We observe that the majority of the extant
research on men and masculinities in Hong Kong is depo-
liticized, whereas studies on current Hong Kong politics are
largely gender-blind. However, the ever-tightening grip of
the Chinese Communist Party and the instances of political
resistance in response, namely, the Umbrella Movement of
2014 and Fishball Revolution of 2016, suggest that the
influence of the wider political situation has penetrated
every dimension of life, which has considerable implications
for masculine identities and practices. Rather than continu-
ing to conduct the depoliticized masculinity studies and
genderless political studies we have seen to date, it is time
for a thorough investigation of the dynamic intersection of
men’s practices and the political context of Hong Kong.
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For the 25th anniversary of this journal, Marianne Blidon and Sofia Zaragocin
invited us to contribute a short article on the geography of masculinities in
Hong Kong. We were thrilled, believing that the invitation offers a good
opportunity to contribute our recent thoughts on the relevance of masculin-
ities to the current political situation in this post-colonial city. In this paper,
we argue for the urgent need to integrate critical studies of men and mascu-
linities in Hong Kong with study of the city’s politics at a time of political tur-
bulence when every aspect of life is being influenced by the ever-tightening
grip of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), which poses major challenges to
manhood and has induced a masculine struggle among men at different
social locations.
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Existing studies of men and masculinities in Hong Kong adopt a primarily
depoliticized approach. When studying the construction of manhood,
researchers tend to include the political context only as a backdrop at best
or, at worst, simply neglect it altogether to focus on the other socio-cultural
dimensions affecting men and their practices. At the same time, political sci-
entists and Hong Kong studies scholars have tended to overlook the gen-
dered agency of actors and the implications of political events for gender
relations when documenting and analyzing the broader social, cultural, and
political situations, the socio-political factors contributing to recent political
rallies in particular. In other words, the extant research lacks analysis of the
intersection between the current political and social conditions in Hong
Kong and men’s lived experiences and actual practices of doing gender in
specific social locales, including the family, intimate relations, and citizenship.
Through a critique of gender-blind Hong Kong studies and depoliticized
studies of men and masculinities in Hong Kong, we herein advocate for a
multidimensional dynamic framework of analysis for examining the hegem-
ony of men and the strategies men employ in doing gender in Hong Kong’s
current political milieu to identify the gendered consequences of the forma-
tion of political forces and circumstances at large.

Political upheaval and the revival of Hong Kong studies

Before elaborating our arguments, a brief discussion of the two most recent
large-scale political protests in Hong Kong (2014’s Umbrella Movement and
2016’s Fishball Revolution) is in order. The Basic Law, Hong Kong’s mini-con-
stitution, promises Hong Kong people the right to elect their own head of
government by universal suffrage within ten years of the handover of sover-
eignty from the U.K. to the People’s Republic of China in 1997. However, not
only is that promise still far from being honored even today, on August 31,
2014 Beijing announced that it would maintain control over the candidates
for the chief executive election, an announcement that essentially rejected
fulfillment of the long-awaited universal suffrage promise. In response, a
large-scale ‘Occupy’ movement broke out on September 28, 2014 after a stu-
dent strike, with demonstrators blocking a major road in the central business
district as an act of civil disobedience. After the police fired tear gas and
pepper spray at unarmed peaceful demonstrators armed with nothing more
than umbrellas to defend themselves, the movement became known as the
Umbrella Movement. It ultimately lasted 79 days and resulted in 955 people
being arrested (Kwong 2016a, 428–442).

More than a year after the end of the Umbrella Movement, another big
political rally, dubbed the Fishball Revolution, occurred. On the night of
February 7, 2016, Chinese New Year’s Eve, unlicensed street vendors selling
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fishballs and other snacks arrived to set up in the urban district of Mongkok
as part of the routine festivities. They are usually tolerated by the authorities,
but on that particular day public officers arrived to shut them down. Their
actions prompted a number of localist activists and supporters demanding
Hong Kong’s independence from China to gather in Mongkok to support the
vendors, which resulted in a standoff between the protestors and the offi-
cers, who later called in police reinforcement. The confrontations between
the protestors and police escalated after midnight, with some of the former
setting fires and throwing bricks at the police, who responded with pepper
spray and by striking protestors with their batons and even firing shots. A
total of 124 people were injured, 86 arrests were made (Dapiran 2017,
270–275), and 40 were charged with rioting (Lim 2017, 343–353).

The resistance of the Hong Kong people in these two incidents caught
the attention of scholars studying Hong Kong, thereby returning the city to
the international spotlight (Ho, Jackson, and Lam 2018). Hong Kong used to
be a focus of attention among international scholars as a gateway to under-
standing Chinese society and culture when the People’s Republic of China
was largely closed to the outside world (Evans and Tam 1997). Following the
country’s opening up and subsequent acquisition of sovereignty over Hong
Kong, worries arose that the ‘Chinese century’ and Beijing’s socioeconomic
and political influence would curb or even altogether eradicate Hong Kong’s
distinct identity (see Fung 2001; Ho, Jackson, and Lam 2018). At the same
time, scholarly focus largely shifted to China studies, with Hong Kong consid-
ered too small in scope relative to China and scholars worried that inter-
national journals would become increasingly reluctant to publish research on
Hong Kong.

However, after the political movements, many scholars took the opportun-
ity to resume Hong Kong studies to reinstate the importance of the field for
documenting and analyzing the social, cultural, and political situation in
which Hong Kong finds itself at the present juncture (Ho, Jackson, and Lam
2018). Of particular interest are the socio-political factors contributing to the
mass protests and Occupy Central movement (see Chan 2015; Cheng and
Yeoh 2016; Kaeding 2015; Ortmann 2015, 2016) and the rise of localism and
Hong Kong independence activism in recent years (see Chan 2016; Chen and
Szeto 2015; Kwong 2016a,b; Lam 2018; Veg 2017). In addition to articles on
the political situation, articles on issues related to the literature, culture, soci-
ety, and history of Hong Kong have also proliferated (see Lui, Chiu, and Yep
2019, as well as the online journal Hong Kong Studies). The mission of such
scholarship, some scholars have suggested (e.g., Lee Ching Kwan), is
‘worlding’ Hong Kong and building alliances with other Asian societies to
render the city more visible and to link it with the wider geopolitical context
(Li 2019).
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Despite the significant contributions these scholars have made, gender is
largely missing from their work. The majority of the small number of studies
on social movements in Hong Kong have adopted a macro perspective,
assuming that political conditions in the city are a product of the dynamics
of conflicting socio-political forces and groups. Questions concerning how
political forces are formed and enacted by individuals situated in different
social locations and social institutions are thus left unanswered. A particular
oversight has been the gendered agency of social and political actors,
including politicians, scholars, online opinion leaders, netizens, and govern-
ment officials (c.f. Yuen and Chung 2018). For example, Chung’s (2015)
ethnographic account of the Umbrella Movement mentions the common
occurrence of sexual violence in the occupied area of Mongkok but does not
go on to discuss the gender dynamics involved or the protestors’ reactions.
The impacts of those dynamics and the violence itself on women are also
neglected. However, political views and actions are in fact highly gendered.
For instance, the most prominent and outspoken of the radical localist acti-
vists and opinion leaders are men who advocate ‘resistance with courage
and militancy’ and the use of force (Chan 2016, 897), which has strong impli-
cations for the hegemony of men and men’s practices. In short, existing
studies on Hong Kong seldom examine the effects of political conditions and
social movements on gender relations or the effects of gender politics and
dynamics on political activism. Studies that examine the ways that men see
themselves and how their practice of manhood shapes the development of
political discourses and activism are thus needed to fill this knowledge gap.

Existing studies of men and masculinities in Hong Kong

In fact, the majority of the extant research on men and masculinities in
Hong Kong is, in many ways, depoliticized, thereby neglecting the role of
political context in shaping everyday gender practices. The primary concern
of such studies has been the effects on men of the 2008 financial crisis and
deteriorating economic conditions (Chan 2009, 343–356). Even our own ear-
lier work has followed this trajectory, examining the effects of the economic
downturn on men’s social services and parenthood (Liong 2017; Liong 2014,
577–597) and the way in which the proliferation of economic ties between
Hong Kong and mainland China has altered men’s work, intimate relation-
ships, and family life (Ho 2014). In addition, a few researchers have scruti-
nized the construction of masculinities in relation to particular cultural
phenomena, such as metrosexuality (Tam, et al. 2009; Li 2014) or Hong
Kong cinema (Pang 2002; Pang and Wong 2005). Even more have located
and understood men primarily within the familial and intimate milieus. A
number of such studies have been conducted within the social work
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discipline, offering men’s subjective accounts of previously neglected prob-
lems and needs, such as male violence against women (Chan 2009), social
services targeting men (Chan 2001; Leung and Chan 2014), and male victims
of intimate partner violence and sexual violence (Chan 2014; Chan and
Tsang 2018). Scholars with sociological and anthropological backgrounds
have also examined men’s cross-border romantic and sexual relations (Ho
2012; Tam 1996; Tam et al. 2009), fatherhood (Liong 2017), young men’s
intimate relations (Liong and Chan 2018; Wu 2014), and the masculine
embodiment of male sex workers (Kong 2009). Despite their variety, how-
ever, the analyses in these studies have not considered the shaping role
of politics.

Although small in number, there are studies analyzing the influence of
socio-political conditions in Hong Kong on men’s intimacy practices. For
instance, Kong (2011) argues in Chinese Male Homosexualities that because of
the absence of a democratic political system in both the colonial and post-
colonial periods, gay men in Hong Kong have adopted a form of consumerist
citizenship emphasizing economic power in leisure and lifestyle choices
rather than a political subject position. Ho, Jackson, and Kong (2018) found
men’s political views to be closely related to their personal lives and their
(non)participation in political events to be manifested in their familial practi-
ces. However, this type of research is scarce. In particular, after the failure of
the two big political rallies seeking to challenge the oppressive regime—or
‘patriarchal authoritarianism,’ to use the term coined by Hong Fincher
(2018)—exposed considerable divisions within Hong Kong society, and
resulted in deeply felt political exasperation, the political stance and (non)-
participation of individual actors inevitably began to exert an influence on
lived experiences and gender practices. Accordingly, scholarly attention to
the way in which the political context in Hong Kong, particularly the ever-
tightening grip of the CCP regime and the concomitant political resistance
within Hong Kong, has shaped the way in which men perform their mascu-
linities (Ho, Jackson, and Lam 2018) is much needed. It is crucial that men
and masculinities scholars elucidate the ways in which masculine identities
and practices are shaped and recalibrated by political discourses, move-
ments, and leadership (Ozbay and Soybakis 2018).

The impacts of politics on the hegemony of men

Politics does not just form the backdrop to the construction of men and
their practices; it also plays an active role in regulating everyday masculine
practices. At the same time, however, political situations constitute the col-
lective effects of individual values and (in)actions and should not be taken as
a deterministic force in shaping the lived experience of individual men. It is
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therefore necessary to combine political studies and gender studies in Hong
Kong to create a multi-dimensional dynamic framework of analysis for exam-
ining the construction of men and the strategies they employ in doing gen-
der in the political milieu, as well as the formation of political forces and
circumstances at large. In the remainder of the article, we share our observa-
tions on how politics has reproduced hegemonic masculine practices in con-
temporary Hong Kong society and suggest the type of research needed to
fill the gaps in our knowledge of political conditions in the city.

Given the patriarchal authoritarian regime’s harsh suppression of any
strong oppositional forces (Chung 2015), fear became prevalent in Hong
Kong when it became apparent that no social activists or politicians would
be able to make any substantial advances in democracy under the tight grip
of the CCP regime and capitalist power (Hui and Lau 2015). Although the
‘feelings of absurdity, dis-orientation and suffocation’ are common to all citi-
zens concerned with the injustice that exists in everyday life in Hong Kong
(Chow 2015, 485), the present political situation has changed the lives of
ordinary men, exposing stark divisions among them.

Owing to the fear of potentially jeopardizing their careers, and thus
becoming unable to support their families, well-established middle-aged
men tended to become more politically reserved after the failure of the
Umbrella Movement, choosing to avoid openly challenging the authoritarian
regime, which is commonly known as ‘Ah Yae’ (paternal grandfather) in
Hong Kong (Ho, Jackson, and Kong 2018, 972). These men’s aim is to pre-
serve the status quo of post-colonial Hong Kong society, and they are there-
fore willing to compromise on basic democratic principles and social justice
(Hui and Lau 2015). This argument is supported by research showing
homeowners and married individuals to be more likely to support political
parties promising to preserve the existing socioeconomic order (Wong and
Wan 2018).

Younger men opted for a different path in the wake of the Umbrella
Movement. Disappointed with the failure of the pan-democrats’ dialogue-
seeking tactics to achieve substantial progress toward Hong Kong democracy
(Wong and Wan 2018), they started to question the old ways of protesting—
peaceful, rational, and non-violent—and to support a militant protest strat-
egy to defend Hong Kong’s autonomy and culture and prevent its integra-
tion with mainland China, with some even calling for independence (Yuen
and Chung 2018). This politically aggressive group of men has inevitably
faced political repression by the authoritarian state. The crackdown of the
militant protest in the Fishball Revolution, the subsequent imprisonment of
the protestors, and the disqualification of elected localist members of the
Legislative Council and of localist candidates from standing for election
mean that localists are excluded from political institutions (Yuen and Chung
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2018). Moreover, stagnant wages and soaring property prices are hindering
upward social mobility for the young (French 2017). As Ozbay and Soybakis
(2018) suggest, different political masculine identities and practices often
compete with one another for approval and superiority. The exacerbating
factor of class polarization, as well as the oppressive authoritarian political
situation, is made manifest in the clash of masculinities within the hierarch-
ical structure in which both middle-aged, well-established men and young
men struggling to gain a foothold both feel vulnerable, albeit in
different ways.

In seeking a freer space in which to promote their political message and
vent their disappointment, both groups have turned to online platforms
(e.g., social media), often espousing misogynist ideas and engaging in mis-
ogynist discourses. For example, some of the young male opinion leaders in
the localist camp have overtly sexually objectified women and girls on social
media and showed contempt (rather than sympathy) for women who have
used the platform to disclose their experiences of sexual abuse. Some mid-
dle-aged male politicians and opinion leaders in the pan-democratic camp
have also spread sexist narratives on online platforms (StandNews 2016). The
online community is a homosocial space that mobilizes and perpetuates
sexist and misogynist discourses that intimidate gender minorities or even
prevent them from representing themselves and participating in political dis-
cussions (Ging 2017). As online media are an important site of political
mobilization (Yamamoto, Kushin, and Dalisay 2015), the exclusion of women
and gender minorities from online political discussions may spill over into
their exclusion from political participation and activism in the offline world.
Women are being targeted by men who are asserting their masculine domin-
ance in the present oppressive political environment. This is worrying
because once the fight for equality and justice has been defeated by the
authoritarian patriarchal regime, these men resort to asserting their man-
hood by competing for power among themselves and subjugating women
in the same patriarchal way.

Future directions: intersection of the hegemony of men and politics
in Hong Kong

As political conditions in Hong Kong are posing challenges to manhood and
the masculine struggle between men of different social locations, and thus
shaping the political actions they take, the intertwining relations between
politics and manhood are evident. Thus, scholarly attention to the associ-
ation between gender and politics is urgently needed in the study of both
Hong Kong politics and gender relations. Because the material-discursive
gender structure is where political actions come from, it is essential that we
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examine the naturalized and normalized social category and power of men if
we want to make sense of current socio-political conditions (Hearn 2019).
Hearn (2012, 596) proposes using the hegemony of men framework to analyze
‘how the social category of “men” is created and recreated in concrete every-
day life and institutional practices.’ In our effort to examine the intersection of
Hong Kong politics and Hong Kong men, we concur with Hearn that we
should examine men’s lived experiences and their actual practices of doing
gender, family, intimacy, and citizenship in specific sites, including work, fam-
ily, education, church, and community, within the current socio-political milieu
rather than simply focusing on men’s roles and identities in the public and/or
domestic spheres as if they were separate sites. In other words, we need to
develop a multidimensional framework of analysis for exploring how the con-
struction of men and masculinities have shaped Hong Kong’s social and polit-
ical development, and how politics—constitutional changes, institutional rules,
and political culture—both enable and constrain men in the ways they do
gender and perform their masculinities in specific sites and contexts.

We need to look at the processes by which politicians and government
officials and their discourses have created the political culture and environ-
ment and nurtured the specific hegemonic practices that have shaped the
accepted definition of manhood in various sites. For example, what forms of
masculinity are being emphasized in the Xi Jinping personality cult (the legit-
imation of Xi’s leadership and political power through propaganda building
up his charisma (Luqiu 2016, 289–307)) being promoted in China and in its
associated political discourses, and how do they affect Hong Kong and shape
Hong Kong’s men’s practices? What effects do definitions of men and the
construction of men’s practices exert on social and political developments,
on actors at different social locations and in diverse spaces, and on children,
women, and gender/sexual minorities? However, in asking such questions
we must take care not to reproduce the stereotype of men being merely
political subjects. In exercising such caution, we need to analyze political
subjectivity together with other social locations, considering male citizenship,
family status, and marital and romantic relations.

Moreover, in the midst of competing political discourses, views, and mas-
culinities, we need to explore how Hong Kong men make use of various dis-
courses to justify their life choices. When some choose to evade
competition, conflict, and struggle that they cannot afford to engage in,
what hegemonic definitions of men are being challenged and what hege-
monic gendered statuses are being reinforced in the process? By the same
token, for the men who choose to participate in social movements and
engage in political activism, we need to identify the strategies they employ
to redefine their subjectivities in relation to their families, relationships, and
society as a whole. Doing so will enable us to see the political potentials of
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men’s diverse narratives and practices in questioning mainstream socio-polit-
ical values and bringing about constitutional changes.

After all, society and social change are carried out by individuals with
agency. Individuals are gendered, classed, and aged, not simply members of a
homogeneous, faceless crowd. Gender ideology is a strong force in the shap-
ing of social lives, and therefore an important component of social move-
ments and politics. However, gender does not exist in a vacuum. Gender
researchers must take the political context into account in their analysis to
thoroughly understand the hegemonic construction of gender and its effects.
We appreciate the scholarly efforts being made to revive Hong Kong studies
and look forward to reading more academic research that situates itself at the
intersection of Hong Kong’s socio-political context and gender hegemony.
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