
Silke Hult Lykkedatter
(9)

Silke Hult Lykkedatter



This ThinkChina analysis is written by Mai Corlin, Postdoctoral Fellow, Department of Fine Arts, Chinese 
University of Hong Kong. 

Editor(s): Casper Wichmann and Silke Hult Lykkedatter. 

Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in this  
ThinkChina publication are those of the author(s) and not 
necessarily those of ThinkChina. 

Copyright of this publication is held by ThinkChina. You may not copy, 
reproduce, republish or circulate in any way the content from this  
publication without acknowledgement of ThinkChina as the 
source, except for your own personal and non-commercial use.  

Any other use requires the prior written permission  
of ThinkChina or the author(s).    

©ThinkChina and the author(s) 2020 

Front page picture: Photograph by Mai Corlin. 

Caption: Graffiti drawn during a demonstration in the Hong Kong district of Mongkok. Winnie the Pooh (left) is 
a reference to Xi Jinping. The Chinese characters read the first part of the well-known slogan attributed Hong 
Kong activist and localist, Edward Leung: “Liberate Hong Kong, Revolution of  Our Time (光復香港, 時代革命 ).” 

ThinkChina, University of Copenhagen 
Karen Blixens Vej 4   
2300 Copenhagen S  
Mail: cw@thinkchina.dk  
Web: www.thinkchina.dk		 



1 

ThinkChina Analysis 2020�;ϵͿ 

Uncivilized: On the Issue of Racism in the 
2019 Hong Kong Protest Movement 

Mai Corlin: Postdoctoral Fellow, Department of Fine Arts, Chinese University of Hong Kong 

Since the introduction of an extradition bill in April 2019, which in some cases would have 
allowed extradition to mainland China, a new wave of civil unrest arose, and in June 2019, 
the streets of Hong Kong were once again flooded by public demonstrations – a new 
protest movement, not completely unlike the ‘Umbrella Movement’ for democracy in 2014. 
Both movements emanate from the fear of losing or jeopardizing the relative autonomy and 
rights that Hong Kong enjoys through the “one country, two systems” arrangement of 1997. 

In this analysis, Mai Corlin investigates the overlooked issue of racism in the new protest 
movement, which, in the eyes of the global public and mass media, is an idealized 
movement for democracy and independence for Hongkongers, fighting the oppression and 
control of mainland China. However, as Mai Corlin discloses, the movement is more 
complex than the black-and-white picture painted by the media. Along with the 
Hongkongers’ desire for a dissociation between mainland China and Hong Kong, the wish 
for division has also manifested among the very population as an upsurge in racism against 
the Mainland Chinese. 

This anti-mainland China racism has split both the people and businesses of Hong Kong into 
two, the pro-China allegiances and those who support the cause of the protesters, revealing 
a xenophobia and discrimination incompatible with the ideals and values of the west often 
attributed to Hong Kong when covering the protest movement in the media. 

Keywords: China, Hong Kong, racism, protest, movement, politics, riot, democracy, xenophobia 
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Uncivilized: On the Issue of Racism 
in the 2019 Hong Kong Protest 
Movement 

By Mai Corlin, Chinese University of Hong 
Kong 

On the surface, the protest movement that 
has unfolded in Hong Kong since June 2019, 
has appeared to be a rather homogenous 
movement with five clear and inextricable 
demands (五大訴求 , 缺一不可 ) and an 
oft-repeated, common slogan: “Liberate 
Hong Kong, Revolution of Our Time (光復香
港, 時代革命).” 

The five demands: 
1) Complete withdrawal of extradition bill

(succeeded September 4, 2019)
2) Release of arrested protesters without charges
3) Withdrawal of the characterization of all

protests as ‘riot’
4) Independent investigation into police brutality
5) Implementation of full universal suffrage

A call for unity 
Disagreement seems to have been put 
aside in favor of creating a common, unified 
push against Mainland Chinese political and 
cultural influence on Hong Kong. This unity 
of opinion is often referred to on discussion 
fora such as LIHKG as “No splitting and no 
severing of ties (不分化, 不割蓆).” In an 
interview on Crimethinc with an anarchist 
collective in Hong Kong, they state that, 

The general understanding is that those who 
take part in the movement have to speak in a 
unanimous, collective, and consensual voice, as 
opposed to a multiplicity of different, possibly 
dissensual ones.i  

This pact of unity, and the ‘consensual voice’ 
in part, stems from the perceived failure of 
the 2014 Umbrella Movement, which was 
understood as disintegrating into dissensus 
and ineptitude due to internal critique and 
disagreements. The call for unity is thus a 
strategy towards reaching a particular goal, 
rather than a reflection of the actual situa-
tion within the movement. In other words, 
despite these calls for unity, the movement 
covers a range of political and emotional po-
sitions, ranging from localist and xenophobic 
views, to pro-democracy camps and on to 
anarchist and anti-capitalist convictions.  

Out of the media - not out of the picture 
European and North American media outlets 
have continuously portrayed the movement 
as a somewhat idealized, ‘pro-democracy’ 
movement, ignoring the radical (left or right) 
positions also contained in the movement. 
In June 2019, the percentage of protesters 
claiming a ‘localist’ allegiance was 26%, with 
the percentage increasing to 35.6% by August 
2019.ii By localist, I refer to groupings such as 
‘Hong Kong Indigenous’ and ‘Youngspiration’, 
who are proponents for a Hong Kong for 
Hongkongers, free of Mainland Chinese 
cultural and political influence, and who are 
against mainland immigration.  

Both organizations are connected to 2014 
Umbrella Movement-groupings and are also 
closely affiliated with Hong Kong activist 
groupings. While the racist and xenophobic 
ideas of the current movement have gotten 
little attention in the popular media land-
scape, the use of nationalist symbols within 
the movement, such as the American flag, 
the colonial-era flag of Hong Kong, and Pepe 
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the Frog, has gained some attention, along 
with an increase in violence.  

Hong Kong for Hongkongers 
In the context of Hong Kong, the racism and 
discrimination I refer to is mainly directed at 
Mainland Chinese people. In Hong Kong, 
Mainland Chinese are often conceived of as 
‘uncivilized’, they are understood to have 
‘flooded’ the territory of Hong Kong, they 
‘deprive’ the people of Hong Kong of social 
welfare provisions, and they ‘scramble’ to 
Hong Kong to buy the safe food products 
they cannot purchase in mainland China. In 
light of this, the discrimination in Hong Kong 
seems to (also) be adopted from a British 
colonial, racist view of Chinese people as 
‘uncivilized’. Due to the strategy of unity, the 
xenophobic and racist views in Hong Kong, 
as part of the current movement, have not 
been criticized in detail – until the winter and 
spring of 2020. 

While the visual material produced as part of 
the movement is less direct in displaying the 
discrimination against Mainland Chinese,  

“The Visual Resistance of the Hong Kong Protest 
Movement.” 

Click here to watch the ChinaTalk by Mai Corlin. 

the racist allusions still creep into the 
movement through calls for boycotting 
anything or anyone having relations with 
businesses on the mainland.  

There have been popular calls from the 
movement to divide Hong Kong businesses 
into ‘blue’ and ‘yellow’, blue signifying pro-
China allegiances and  yellow meaning that 
you support the cause of the protesters. 
Some ‘yellow’ stores have gone so far as to 
deny access to Mandarin speaking people. 
From October to November 2019, the entire 
territory was divided along blue and yellow 
lines. 

Example of xenophobic views also being directed 
at foreign domestic workers: 

At one point, some people of the movement 
questioned why domestic workers were allowed 
to congregate when they themselves were not, 
resulting in a situation where “some complete 
idiots started pasting stickers on public thorough-
fares and bridges stating that all foreign domestic 
workers are not welcome to hang out in public 
spaces without a license.”iii  

During a meeting I attended in December 
2019, a group of Hongkongers presented 
their cause at Folkets Hus (People’s House) in 
Denmark. The meeting was organized by 
Crisis Mirror, otherwise known for their 
anti-capitalist stances. The group from Hong 
Kong proposed that we should boycott 
all goods ‘made in China’ and suggested that 
we could instead just purchase products 
‘made in Indonesia’.  

This stand somehow reveals that solidarity 
with conditions in other countries, or just 
harsh working conditions, has not been a 

https://www.thinkchina.ku.dk/thinkchina-videos/mai-corlin-visual-resistance-of-hong-kong-protests/
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part of the movement’s narrative – at least as 
represented by this group of Hongkongers. 
Furthermore, the protest movement at large 
has not attempted to connect their cause 
with a common Chinese cause against an 
authoritarian regime, by proposing solidarity 
with the people of Tibet or the Uighurs of 
Xinjiang, except for the occasional reference 
to the ‘concentrations camps’ of Xinjiang. 
Rather, they use the tank man imagery of 
the 1989 Tiananmen protest movement as a 
symbol of Chinese oppression immediately 
understandable to European or North Ameri-
can audiences.  

Not until Li Wenliang, a now deceased doctor 
from mainland China, emerged as a protest 
figure of the COVID-19 cover-up in February 
2020, did the protesters begin to connect 
their battle to a common Chinese cause 
against an authoritarian regime. 

The Li Wenliang incident: 
Li Wenliang alarmed colleagues of the emergence 
of an unknown SARS-like, pneumonia disease. 
However, instead of publicly acknowledging the 
existence of the virus, the local police reprimand-
ed Li for sharing false rumors. Following Li 
Wenliang’s death of COVID-19 on February 7, 
2020, widespread anger and grief appeared on 
social media platforms, instigating demands for 
free speech in China. 

Nevertheless, the emergence of the virus 
itself has also spurred more racial slurs 
towards Mainland Chinese and their wet 
markets and eating habits – feeding into 
discourses already present in Hong Kong of 
the ‘uncivilized’ Mainlanders. 

A unity unfolding 
During the winter and spring of 2020, 
however, more voices from anarchist and 
left-wing positions of the movement have 
been heard, clearly critiquing the racist and 
xenophobic views and the proposed unity of 
the movement. The unity that was silently 
agreed upon during the summer and fall 
of 2019 seems to have slowly diminished, 
and the different positions and views of the 
movement have become clearer.  

For an English-speaking audience, the 
blog run by the left-oriented Hong Kong 
Lausan-collective (流傘集體) has been 
active in publishing articles critiquing the 
xenophobic and localist convictions within 
the movement.iv While it has been less active 
this spring, the blog of Chuang 闯 also 
provides interesting analyses of the Hong 
Kong movement, discussing both the benefits 
and the problems of the proposed unity of 
the movement.v 

Political control and restrictions 
I do not wish to diminish the movement’s 
wish for a Hong Kong free of the political 
oppression of the Communist Party of 
China. It is a grave situation – a situation 
that became a great deal more grave as 
of late May 2020, with the discussion of 
national security legislation for Hong Kong 
in mainland China. Although the actual 
details of the draft law are still vague, the 
mere proposal of the laws has raised great 
concerns in Hong Kong.  

The fear is, amongst many things, that the 
Chinese government will assert more direct 
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control over political activity, and seriously 
limit the freedom of expression in Hong Kong. 
A group of arts and cultural workers in Hong 
Kong phrases it this way:  

Will a stage drama about June 4 be regarded as 
a subversion of state power? […] Will lyrics 
about anti-extradition protests be labelled as in-
citing terrorist activities? Will film dialogue re-
ferring to a female character’s costume as 
‘Taiwanese’ be accused of hurting national feel-
ings, violating the principle of one China and 
splitting the country?vi 

We have yet to answer these questions and 
see what actual consequences this will have 
for the protesters in Hong Kong – though it 
does, without a doubt, leave them more 
vulnerable than before.  

Furthermore, the call of the movement 
has changed once again. While they have 
previously refrained from calling directly for 
an independent Hong Kong, this is now the 
main mantra: “Hong Kong independence, 
the only way out” (香港獨立, 唯一出路). 
This call directly violates the proposed 
national security legislation. 

With coronavirus social distancing measures 
still conveniently in place, there is a ban on 
assemblies in public spaces of more than 8 
persons. This means that most protests and 
demonstrations can be dissolved right away 
by the police - within the limits of the law. In 
other words, the assembly ban and the 
COVID-19 situation in itself does make it less 
likely that we will see mass rallies like the 
ones we saw in June 2019, with several 
millions of people participating.  

Nevertheless, the situation does seem a great 
deal more explosive and unpredictable. The 
more the Chinese government imposes their 
direct power on the population of Hong Kong, 
the more likely are we to see a negative 
backlash in terms of increased protest      
activity, and in terms of a rise in xenophobia 
and racism towards Mainland Chinese in 
Hong Kong.  

i Crimethinc. “Three Months of Insurrection – An 
Anarchist Collective in Hong Kong Appraises the 
Achievements and Limits of the Revolt.” Crimethinc. 
https://bit.ly/3ePXrvg. 

ii Lee, Francis L. F., Samson Yuen, Gary Tang, and 
Edmund W. Cheng. 2019. “Hong Kong’s Summer of 
Uprising: From Anti-Extradition to Anti-
Authoritarian Protests” China Review 19 (4): 1-32. 

iii Same as i. 

iv If interested in the left-wing part of the move-
ment, I recommend Lausan’s blog. In particular: 
- Ahkok Chun-Kwok Wong. “On racial hatred: How

the coronavirus has uncovered the dark side of
Hong Kong’s movement.” Lausan.
https://bit.ly/3707efE.

- Zoe Zhao. “Facing down the Hong Kong protests’
right wing turn.” Lausan. https://bit.ly/2XCIbfD.

v Chuang. 
- “The Divided God – A Letter to Hong Kong.”

Chuang. https://bit.ly/3gXRtdK.
- “Anarchists in the Resistance to the Extradition

Bill,” Chuang. https://bit.ly/3dCizVJ.

vi ”Joint Statement of Arts and Cultural Workers in 
Hong Kong on the Proposed National Security Law 
for Hong Kong.” docs.google.com. 
https://bit.ly/3gWUtXK. 




