
 

Examining the Challenges Facing Democratic Reform in Hong Kong 

 

China and Hong Kong have a tumultuous relationship that likely stems from their efforts to 

combine two incongruent systems. When China was given sovereignty over Hong Kong, the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) pledged to allow Hong Kong fifty years to maintain its 

capitalist structure and enjoy certain freedoms that remain inaccessible to their fellow citizens 

on the mainland. The growing movement of pro-democracy in Hong Kong, and proportionally 

increasing government interference, has fed polarisation. While the CCP sees Hong Kongers’ 

desire for a democratic society stemming from Western influence, Western countries view the 

political dissent as evidence of the failures of the Chinese communist system. John Mak even 

argued that this political conflict has taken on a “Cold War dimension.”1 The growing chasm 

between the two groups creates a potential turning point in politics that could have significant 

geopolitical ramifications. Due to Hong Kong’s position as a financial hub, mainland China 

could gain a lot from assimilating. However, growing social movements are protesting the idea 

of increased interference from mainland China in Hong Kong’s internal affairs. With the 

deterioration of autonomy, violation of human rights, and encroachment on the political 

systems’ independence, Hong Kongers’ disillusionment with Beijing exacerbates the political 

polarisation and conflict.  

 

When the United Kingdom returned sovereignty over Hong Kong to China, Chinese leader 

Deng Xiaoping established the “one government, two systems” approach.2 The aim was to help 

Hong Kong, Taiwan and Macau integrate with sovereign China while simultaneously 

maintaining their distinctive political and economic characteristics. Hong Kong’s Basic Law, 

 
1 “Column: The Only Path Ahead for Hong Kong Is Reform.” Time Magazine, 13 Jan. 2021, 

time.com/5928824/hong-kong-future/. 
2 "Hong Kong's Freedoms: What China Promised and How It's Cracking Down." Council on Foreign Relations. 

2021. Accessed March 10, 2021. https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/hong-kong-freedoms-democracy-protests-

china-crackdown. 



 

the city’s constitutional document, stipulates the city’s “capitalist system and way of life” and 

grants it “a high degree of autonomy,” including executive, legislative and independent judicial 

powers for fifty years (until 2047).3 While CCP officials do not preside over Hong Kong as 

they do over mainland provinces and municipalities, Beijing still exerts considerable influence 

through loyalists who dominate the region’s political sphere. Consequently, the nature of Hong 

Kong’s autonomy—and the liberty of its citizens— remain vacillating. Hong Kong has certain 

freedoms, but China’s continued grip on the region hinders it from becoming a full democracy 

by international standards. Experts also point out that the ambiguity in the Basic Law heightens 

tensions between the two nations. As Michael Davis noted in his book Making Hong Kong 

China: “In the fifteen years after the handover, there was a series of official initiatives aimed 

at enhancing Beijing’s control in ways that would undermine both the autonomy and the rule 

of law.”4  

 

Another added nuance to this political issue is that Hong Kongers are not in unanimous 

agreement with Hong Kong’s future. It would be a superficial analysis to present all of Hong 

Kong’s citizens as wanting to convert to democracy because that fails to capture this conflict's 

multidimensional nature. In 2020, Reuters found that only about 44% of Hong Kongers support 

the pro-democracy movement.5 Traditionally, only a small minority of Hong Kongers have 

favoured outright independence. However, this is still a more considerable growth in recent 

years, as student protesters are taking an active role in demanding a more democratic system. 

Political anti-Beijing groups, such as Youngspiration, Hong Kong Indigenous and Demosisto 
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are tapping into the phenomenon in which more and more people see themselves as Hong 

Kongers or Hong Kongers in China instead of identifying as Chinese nationals.6 While one 

should not oversimplify the perspectives of involved parties, it is crucial to note a gradual trend 

towards advocating for a more democratic society.  

 

The desire for democracy was exacerbated by the CCP’s actions on June 30, 2020, when it 

bypassed the Hong Kong legislature and imposed a new National Security Law on the city. 

The legislation effectively criminalizes any dissent, and adopts extremely broad definitions for 

crimes such as terrorism, subversion and collusion with foreign powers. It also allows Beijing 

to establish a security force in Hong Kong and influence the selection of judges who will hear 

national security cases.7 Meanwhile, Chinese officials and pro-Beijing lawmakers said it was 

necessary to restore stability following the massive protests. Beijing has taken what opponents 

argue are brazen measures to encroach on Hong Kong’s electoral structure and clamp down on 

dissent. These actions triggered widespread demonstrations in Hong Kong and have been 

widely condemned internationally.8  

 

Since the imposition of the National Security Law, most of Hong Kong’s prominent democratic 

activists have either been arrested or gone into exile. The New York Times reported on Joshua 

Wong, who was sent to prison on charges of illegal assembly, and Nathan Law, who left Hong 

Kong soon after the law was implemented in July. The article observed that they are using 

notable figures in the pro-democracy movement to “issue this chilling message” of 
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intimidation.9 Meanwhile, Chinese authorities are using the law to try to eliminate all forms of 

political opposition. The CCP disqualified pro-democracy candidates from running in the 2020 

legislative elections, which were ultimately postponed, and removed elected lawmakers for 

publicly opposing China’s control over Hong Kong. By explicitly targeting political dissidents, 

many political dissidents have begun to exercise self-censorship due to safety concerns. A 

Hong Kong academic, who argued the following under an alias, said that he doesn’t “think 

there will be a major resistance in Hong Kong in the foreseeable future because the space for 

doing that is shrinking.”10 He also added that the political crackdowns will likely continue, 

resulting in Hong Kong continuing to deteriorate. Since the intimidation tactics are so effective 

in dissuading opponents from voicing their criticisms, external international help is required. 

 

However, a salient issue is the role power politics plays in the international response. Fifty-

three countries—most of which are participating in China’s Belt and Road infrastructure 

project—signed a statement read before the United Nations Human Rights Council in July 2020 

supporting Beijing’s national security law, while only twenty-seven countries signed an 

opposing statement criticising it.11 China’s “debt diplomacy” approach, coupled with its status 

as a P5 nation on the United Nations Security Council, has allowed it to gain a lot of leverage 

with other states. This poses a huge barrier for anyone to ameliorate the situation and create 

enough pressure to enact tangible change. 
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The future of the conflict is definitely uncertain. In recent years, Beijing has moved to connect 

Hong Kong more to mainland China. Efforts have included creating the Greater Bay Area 

project, which is an ambitious plan to integrate Hong Kong and cities in neighboring 

Guangdong Province into a more cohesive economic region.12 Many firms and investors are 

betting that this increased connectivity will boost the amount of wealth flowing from the 

mainland into Hong Kong in the future. This is because Hong Kong is already seen as an 

illustrious financial hub ripe with opportunity.  

It is difficult to determine what the best course of action is. But it is essential to remember that 

Hong Kong is not just a profitable territory, but home to millions of people who are not able 

to fully exercise their rational will. But safeguarding Hong Kongers, and China’s sovereignty 

over the territory, need not be on oppositional terms. With adequate cooperation, Beijing and 

Hong Kong could advance political reform by instating a government that is both transparent 

and honest, but also amenable to China’s sovereign influences. This may seem like a quixotic 

goal, but we have to work towards solutions that appeal to both sides to protect Hong Kong 

residents. As Jerome A. Cohen noted, “the assimilation of Hong Kong has already begun to 

boost economic integration with mainland China. But it is surely the death of the democratic 

hopes of most of its 7.5 million people.”13 
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