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Abstract 

This is a study on the issue of “why a large group of youngsters participate in a new 

social movement, through which their collective identity is formed” in a recent movement in 

Hong Kong. During the movement, over ten thousand demonstrators, among which most 

were the youngsters with the slogan “post-80s youth”, opposed the building of an express rail 

link connecting with mainland China, and questioned a number of cultural and social 

problems. This research tells that, this is a group of youngsters with the strong quest of a clear 

identity and the initiatives to seek for alternative information beyond school education. 

Grown up in the post-industrial society, they find an alternative lifestyle in the rural 

community, which further leads them to have a reflection on the existing 

consumption-oriented social order. The post-80s activists choose to take a step forward to 

make their voice heard, through collective action. Although the post-80s activists seldom 

represent the whole population of Hong Kong youth, they become the vocal minorities, 

forming a powerful and fresh political force in Hong Kong society. This Hong Kong case 

echoes the new social movement theory and the youth social engagement vividly 

demonstrates the trend of post-materialistic identity driven action in contemporary developed 

regions. In-depth interview and participant observation are the major methods. 

Keywords: anti-XRL movement, new social movement, post- 80s youth, 

collective identity 
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【摘要】 

2009 年 11 月，以「八十後 - 反高鐵，護菜園」為旗號的遊行，為反高鐵運動掀開

序幕。香港公民社會在這次運動中見證了年輕一代社運行動者在政治舞台以主要組織者

身份的首次登場。香港政府通過大眾媒體為年輕運動者定性，稱之為「充滿怨氣」的一

群。然而，用「八十後」的話語解釋，「走出來，是因為這是我的城市」。 

本次研究通過深入訪談和參與式觀察為主要研究方法，在新社會運動與身份建構的

理論框架下，試圖解答「八十後」為什麼要走出來參與反抗行動並在運動中形成「八十

後」身份認同的問題。從宏觀的歷史時空視角分析，出生於八零年代的一代成長於「從

殖民地到回歸」的歷史節點，社會變化奠定了身份認同的背景框架。在香港的後工業時

空裡，「八十後」是被消費主義購物商場餵養長大的一代，而菜園村議題的出現，恰恰

填補了「八十後」關於「另類可能性」的想像空間。從微觀的個體層面看，參與運動的

年輕人和世界上很多其他年輕人一樣，成長於網路的年代，從而培養了批判和多元的思

維，而這些思維方式和香港多年來的標準化教育又難免產生極大的衝撞。參與運動，正

正是提供了一個實踐公民作為個體參與社會的空間。 

關鍵詞：反高鐵，「八十後」，身份建構 
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Introduction 

This study is going to examine why a large group of youngsters participate in a new 

social movement, through which their collective identity is formed. It is a case study of the 

movement opposing the Hong Kong government’s financial allocation to the Express Rail 

Link (XRL) connecting to mainland China. The budget is the HKD 66.9 billion for the 

26-kilometer railway project, which is regarded as extremely expensive compared to other 

countries. In addition, the railway project causes the reclaimation of lands and destroying of 

natural environment, among which the Choi Yuen Village is affected. In this sense, the high 

cost, the non-democratic voting system in the Legislative Council (LegCo), the demolishing 

of the long-established rural lifestyle, etc. were the major issues raised during the movement.  

This movement witnessed the rising of the young generation of movement actors, who 

voluntarily participated in the incident and organized in an informal way, to voice out various 

issues and their caring about the society. The latter aspect well echoes the slogan postulated 

by the young activists – post-80s anti-XRL youth, in terms of the identity reclaimation. Born 

in the 1980s, this is a generation witnessing the transition from the British colonial age to the 

Chinese sovereign, the transition from an industrial to a post-industrial society, as well as the 

erosion of Hong Kong core values by the intervention of the mainland China central 

government. According to the young activists, this is a slogan announcing the motto “engage 

in the society as a youth”. It is the first time in Hong Kong social movement arena with the 

young people as the dominant movement players, the informal organization (participants from 

all kinds of backgrounds) and the immaterial identity-oriented goal (rather than based on the 

grand nationalism discourse).  

Literature Review 

New Social Movement 

 Since 1960s, new forms and new subjects of social movements started to emerge around 

Europe and North America, whose themes ranged from homosexual right, environmental 
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issues to students’ movements. These movements are rooted and located in the era of 

post-industrialization and post-capitalism.  

There are various characteristics of new social movement. Firstly, movement 

participants convene together based on various axioms of identity or common 

interests/concerns, rather than from a specific class. Secondly, the grievances among the 

movement participants mostly focus on cultural and symbolic aspects. The fight against the 

marginalization of identity becomes one of the most important appeals. Protesters in the new 

social movements tend to search for life autonomy and equality rather than the ruling power 

to rule. Fourthly, new mobilization patterns emerge, such as nonviolence and civil 

disobedience. Organizations are usually in a segmented, diffused and decentralized form, 

seldom led by a prominent figure. Melucci (1980, p. 220) postulated that “direct participation 

and the rejection of representation” characterize new social movements. According to 

Buechler (1995), new social movements embrace the “symbolic action in civil society or the 

cultural sphere alongside instrumental action in the state or political sphere” (p. 442).  

Collective Identity 

In the realm of new social movement, identity is usually regarded as the motive guiding 

the collective action. Scholars considered that the collective action could not be explained 

simply by the existing structural conditions, but rather, it is the individuals as the active 

agents, “collectively ‘construct’ their action by means of ‘organized’ investments” (Melucci, 

1995, p. 43). According to Polletta & Jasper (2001), examining collective identity is to figure 

out how certain collective interests emerged in a societal context. In the vein of the social 

constructivism, Melucci (1995) viewed collective action as produced by the actors who are 

able to define themselves and the interactional relationship with the environment.  

Each movement participant brings to the collective action with their own individual 

identity, which is shaped by biologically inherent and social experiences. These idiosyncratic 

individual identities, on the one hand are imported to the collective action based on some 
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common grounds of the participants. On the other hand, through negotiation and 

reconciliation within a group, people’s individual identities could be influenced by the 

movement and by a common ideological orientation.  

Emotional Investment 

The joining of the individual and collective identity is termed as the emotional 

investment, a way to investigate why people take the move to take part in collective action. 

Although each of the social actors embraces their distinctive personal identity, when they 

gather in a certain social activist network and pursue a common goal, it is the overlapping 

emotional area --- the grievances and consciousness towards certain issues and concerns 

linking up the different individuals, fused into “a collective characterized by feelings of group 

belongingness, solidarity, common purpose, and shared memory” (Eyerman, 2006, p. 195).  

According to Taylor & Whittier (1992), consciousness emerges “from a group’s struggle 

to define and realize members’ common interests in opposition to the dominant order” (p. 

114). Here, consciousness provides the actors a social position to locate their discontent and 

grievances, which are usually opposite to the dominant order. Additionally, the culpabilities 

on the various aspects of social life turn to grievances of the movement actors. Cognitively, it 

is the grievances linking personal cognition to collective cognition, turning people to take part 

in social movement. Affirmed by scholars is that “the organization of how social movement 

adherents think about themselves is structured in important ways by how shared wrongs are 

experienced, interpreted, and reworked in the context of group interaction” (Johnston et al., 

1994, p. 22). Plus, McAdam (1982) brought forth a concept of cognitive liberation, which 

refers to the transformation from personal cognition to a collective one, giving impetus to 

action taking. Political efficacy refers to movement actors’ estimation of their capacity to do 

positive social change. In the coming case study, the young activists express their willing to 

take the responsibility to carry on the cultural values and the future of Hong Kong.  
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Methodological Notes 

In-depth interview is the major research method, including 13 interviewees. Some of 

them were the youth hard-core movement organizers, some were active participants. Two of 

the interviewees got involved in the movement not as young activists but as professionals 

who voluntarily contributed to the movement with their professional knowledge (see Table 1). 

Each of the interviews was conducted for around 2 hours, guided by a set of thematic 

questions. During the interviews, the interviewees would mostly add much more contents 

which brought forth new and illuminating ideas. All the interviews were conducted in 

Cantonese with tape-recording upon the interviewees’ agreement. The recorded interviews 

were later transcribed for categorization and analysis.  

Participant observation also plays an important role in the study. Through participating 

in various collective action and visited fields regularly, the participant observation work 

began in January 2010 and ended in February 2011. A role as a participant-as-observer was 

adopted, entering different movement sites with acknowledging the investigative purpose.  

Findings and Discussion 

In traditional movements, demonstrators were convened because of their material 

resource deprivation, which makes the grievances embedded in the collective action. However, 

in the anti-XRL movement, which echoes the characteristics of new social movements, an 

activists indicated that, “we took to the street, we accused the government. Did we get paid? 

Did we get promoted? Did the villagers give us hundreds of dollars? Absolutely Not” (Gigi 

Lo, personal communication, January 24, 2011) – the non-material pursuit was revealed.  

First, the activists’ common personal identity will be discussed, which tells them from 

the other “mainstream” Hong Kong youths. Second, it would be about how their personal 

experiences influence their perceptions towards social affairs. Third, the activists’ shared 

wrongs they have experienced throughout the twenty years that lead them to build up the 

oppositional consciousness. Embracing the oppositional consciousness and the grievances 
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towards different social problems, this group of post-80s youths took action to publicly voice 

out their opinions. In addition, how they estimated their potential power to bring about change 

to the society – the political efficacy, will be demonstrated. 

Personal Dispositions, Experiences and Values 

Affirmed by the interviewees, it has been their personalities, long-term held interests 

and convictions giving rise to their caring about the XRL project and the Choi Yuen Village.  

Caring about social affairs 

Generally speaking, this group of the young anti-XRL movement activists is more 

concerned about public affairs and the social development than other youths at the same age. 

They are active and eager to know what is happening in the society and around the world 

through various channels. In addition, it is emphasized that, family seldom have significant 

influence on their participation in social movements.  

First, some of the interviewees started to read newspapers and pay attention to current 

affairs since childhood or their primary school age. Fred told that, 

“I was ten years old when the Tiananmen Square student movement happened. I got 

many many questions during that period… … I think it was from that period I started to be 

concerned about the society. I started to cultivate my reading habit, reading newspaper every 

day.” (Fred Lam, personal communication, March 4, 2011) 

Jason Wan also admitted that, 

“My family education has little influence on what I am now doing now. Instead, I started 

to watch the news from kindergarten, and read newspapers afterwards. Although I started to 

join social movements when I became a school journalist, my concern about the society 

actually started to cultivate from my childhood, or as you may say, I am born with great 

curiosity plus sensitivity of justice.” (Jason Wan, personal communication, January 21, 2011) 

Second, besides mainstream newspapers as one of the channels where the young 

activists get to know social affairs, attending some institutions and forums held by several 
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social organizations are important channels as well. For example, Gigi Lo used to be a 

member of the Student Union at Chinese University of Hong Kong. She indicated that,  

“Student Union really gives me intensive training, in regards to the capability of 

analyzing different social phenomena, such as the capitalism…As I told my friends that I was 

going to join the student union, they turned to a very strange face. They just used their facial 

and body language to express their discontent and confusion towards the SU… … In fact, the 

SU offers me an alternative space to see and to understand the world, which is quite different 

from the mainstream channels.” (Gigi Lo, personal communication, January 24, 2011) 

Gigi Lo also joined a workshop organized by InmediaHK for citizen journalistic practice 

and she becomes one of the citizen journalists. She told that she got to know the Choi Yuen 

village issue in 2008 through the InmediaHK workshop, much earlier than the traditional 

mass media that got this information in late 2009. InmediaHK was founded by a group of 

people from academia and media industry, aiming at forming a public space not constrained 

by the authorities or corporations.  

Some civic artistic platforms play an indispensable role to the post-80s youths, such as 

the creative clusters of the independent artists, the self-formed communities of the politically 

active students and the self-financed video teams. Phoebe demonstrated the importance of the 

platforms provided by these non-mainstream organizations,  

“I was 16 years old in 2005, as the anti-WTO movement occurred in Hong Kong. I am 

always enthusiastic in drawing and painting, and at that time there was a chance I went to the 

Cattle Depot. There were book displays and fairs, as well as the social movement film festival 

on the topic of globalization. I went there alone because when I told my friends, they did not 

understand me at all.” (Phoebe Wu, personal communication, December 7, 2010) 

Movement experiences and personal life 

Activists’ previous movement experiences and accumulating social values gradually 

embed in their personal life and later become the calling of the anti-XRL movement. Most of 



9 

the interviewees entered the movement arena dated back to a few years ago, during which 

anti-globalization and cultural preservation movements occurred in Hong Kong. Gigi Lo said, 

“The year I joined the SU was 2005, when the anti-WTO happened in Hong Kong. 

During that period, there was an intensive discussion, in regards to issues of social justice 

and inequality caused by the globalization. For me, the XRL project and the Choi Yuen village 

issue are quite similar to the discourse of the anti-WTO... (after joining the SU) I get involved 

in various campaigns. All these things prepare me for my later participation in the anti-XRL 

movement.” (Gigi Lo, personal communication, January 24, 2011) 

Fred stated that, the anti-XRL movement is consistent with a series of movements 

happening throughout these a few years, started with the 2005 anti-WTO.  

“From the anti-WTO, the Star Ferry-Queen’s Pier protection, to the anti-XRL and the 

Choi Yuen village protection, we keep paving the way and witnessed many changes. Our 

knowledge about collective action, our society and the world, keeps changing” (Fred Lam, 

personal communication, March 4, 2011).  

Through movement experience accumulation, the young activists are more sensitive to 

social inequalities and hidden problems and other youngsters, and they also embrace a type of 

personal and social values towards the society – a sense of anti-authorities, and an alternative 

angle to perceive the society different from the mainstream values. Ger raised an example as, 

“We are more or less inclined to the left in the political spectrum. This so-called ‘leftist’ 

value influences our taste and style in daily life…When I got married not long ago, I did not 

wear the traditional white wedding garment or walk the red carpet as other ‘normal’ couples. 

Quite naturally, we seem to behave differently from those mainstream people.” (Ger Choi, 

personal communication, February 15, 2011) 

Generally, the anti-XRL activists are more or less in an alternative stream in everyday 

life and social experiences. They regard themselves as different from the others --- the 

mainstream youths in their minds. They take part in the anti-XRL movement not because of 



10 

any immediate threats on their life. Instead, some born characteristics and habits (e.g. craving 

information of current affairs through various channels) lead to their sensitivity on social 

inequalities and a value of anti-authorities. These features lead this group of youths to join a 

number of social affairs, which later make the emotional and action preparation for their 

participation in the anti-XRL movement.  

Shared Memory and Social Wrongs 

It is stated by Eyerman (2006, p. 195) that, the actors’ individual identities, including 

their biographical dispositions, individual social experiences, and the value judgment towards 

the life space and the society, fused into “a collective characterized by feelings of group 

belongingness, solidarity, common purpose, and shared memory”. The anti-XRL youths are in 

a generation witnessing significant historical changes in Hong Kong society. Having this 

shared memory plus their characteristics illustrated above as different from the social majority, 

they embrace the common perceptions towards the reality, such as the sense of 

anti-authorities. Below, the social wrongs shared by them contribute to their discontents and 

grievances, which lead them to take the steps and speak their own voices by their actions.  

Criticizing the education system 

Some of the interviewees are college students and some left school not long before, so 

that they still have fresh memory of the foundational and higher education system. Phoebe 

used to study in a famous English girls’ school, which fell in her parents’ expectation. 

However, Phoebe disclosed how “insane” inside this so-called elite girls’ school.  

 “I felt extremely uncomfortable while sitting in the classroom. The teachers usually took 

two weeks to explain one thing which actually could be done in half an hour. In fact the 

teachers know quite well that the students were doing their own stuffs. Everything was a mess. 

The appearance and the name of the school are quite charming. Inside, all are insane.” 

(Phoebe Wu, personal communication, December 7, 2010) 

 Later, after Phoebe graduated from high school, she chose to study fine art at Hong 
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Kong Art School. She used to think that she could have a new life with freedom and creativity. 

However, to her disappointment, she found that, in the commercial society, even the art 

college has little difference from a streamlined factory, producing standardized “art” works. 

 Similar to Phoebe, Gigi also interrogated the education system in Hong Kong. She 

pointed out that, from childhood to teenage, students are seldom taught to take social action 

when having discontents. This brings forth to her a big question mark when she saw the grand 

demonstration in 2003 with five hundred thousand Hong Kong people taking to the street. 

Even in the college, Gigi failed to gain what she had expected to learn. What she has learned 

from the normal education is the grand narratives of the official history, which provides little 

help for student to understand the current affairs, not to mention the execution of civil 

responsibility (e.g. social action taking when encounter injustice social order). 

Contented by Jason and Jaco was that, at school students are required to recite 

something rather than learn something, to “cultivate” various hobbies for getting the entrance 

ticket to elite schools. In the mass education system with fierce competition, students and 

parents become result-oriented. However, as illustrated in the above section, the movement 

youths share the commonality as craving to have profound understanding towards the society. 

They feel a share wrong towards the uni-dimensional and result-oriented education system in 

Hong Kong. In turn, to fulfill their need to understand various issues existing in the life world, 

the youths attend the non-mainstream forums and associations. Through those alternative 

platforms they are able to learn the society which presents a large variety of interpretation. 

Historical/political questions never get answered 

The generation of the post-80s has experienced a series of historical incidents and 

witnessed significant changes in Hong Kong society. But they seldom get answers from their 

parents, from the school, from mass media or from the government.  

 Fred said he always had endless questions in mind, but he never got a chance to discuss 

it with his parents. Especially after the 1989 Tiananmen Square tragedy, his parents seldom 
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discussed political issues even thought they were etched with complicated emotions towards 

the Chinese communist party. Fred contended that, born and growing up in a peaceful era and 

in the prosperous Hong Kong society, he never has had the chance to touch the inner side of 

the parental generation, who survived in the 1960-70s non-stop class struggles in mainland 

China and fled to Hong Kong for a new life.  

 Faced with news reporting about the Tiananmen Square tragedy and the Hong Kong’s 

hand-over spectacular, Gigi, at her primary school age, was curious about “what those English 

and Chinese gentlemen were arguing for” but failed to get the concrete answers. Instead, the 

grand historical stories (e.g. the opium war, the Sino-British Joint Declaration) were told. 

Echoing Gigi’s experience, Phoebe also got confusion when she comes across certain social 

events (e.g. the mass parade) at her teenage. “What they want to express to the public? The 

news reporting seldom tells you…” (personal communication, December 7, 2010). 

The post-80s activists, having experienced the historical change in Hong Kong, they are 

never satisfied with what are taught by the spoon-fed education – to memorize the grand 

narratives, rather than analyzing the current social tensions or critically questioning the social 

system, which has been taken for granted. On account of this situation, the young people’s 

eagerness to comprehend current affairs is dampened and neglected. They seek answers by 

themselves, through non-mainstream channels and even by taking action on their own. The 

common social experiences and social wrongs shared by this generation of young activists 

play an essential role in their formation as a collectivity and as a distinctive social force.  

Grievances and Oppositional Consciousness 

Although each of the social actors embraces their distinctive personality, when they 

gather in a form of a certain social activist network and pursue a common goal, it is the 

overlapping emotional area --- the grievances towards certain issues and concerns connecting 

the different individuals. To put it in a concrete way is that, grievances make people feel the 

great need to take action, whether on their own or through collective action. The grievances 
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held by the movement actors jointly form their consciousness as a unity.  

A consciousness provides the actors a social position to locate their discontent, 

grievances, and the willingness to change the current situation, which are usually opposite to 

the dominant order. During the anti-XRL movement, the activists embraced the oppositional 

consciousness indicating that they are on the opposite side to the authorities. First, opposite to 

the economic-oriented bureaucratic discourse, the post-80s’ oppositional consciousness is 

cultural oriented, considering the humane values, and the autonomous life-world. Second, 

grievances are derived from the long-held politician-businessmen collusion culture in Hong 

Kong society. In addition, representative politics and the rigid bureaucratic mindset are also 

regarded as the origins of the injustice embedded in the XRL project. 

Home, community, production and livelihood 

 In the anti-XRL movement, what greatly drew the young activists’ attention is the home 

to the Choi Yuen villagers. Home embraces significant meanings in Chinese conventional 

culture, representing the root of a person, a family and a clan. A home is foremost a physical 

occupation of a space, which accommodates the family members and the households. A home 

is much more than a physical space. For somebody to call a place as a home to somebody, 

people already inject some emotional factors, such as the days spent with family members at 

home, as well as the interaction with neighbors around the home community.  

When Ah P and Thomas voluntarily joined the village patrol team, they found that, to 

those who are raised and working in the urban center, the village is more than just a village. 

“We can see those big trees which are in a perfect balance with the houses and with the 

whole environment. I think it may take several decades (to build such an organic-integrated 

community). However, it is so sad that all have been destroyed.” (Thomas & Ah P Lam, 

personal communication, January 25, 2011) 

The organic balance constructed by the houses, the plants, and the human beings living 

in a space, makes a home meaningful and sustainable to the people living there. This natural 
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balance is constructed according to human’s need and the interrelationship between the nature 

and humankind. However, being raised in an urban city are the post-80s youths, they are 

regarded as a generation who are nurtured by shopping malls. The real estate buildings are 

linked up by footbridges and shopping malls, making separated space for living, commuting 

and consuming. In the post-industrial society, people are encouraged to consume rather than 

to communicate. Jenny said, in the Choi Yuen village, people live another way of life,  

“it is quite a normal scene that, a family just harvest the vegetable or something they 

grow, then they will share with the neighbors. When people visit the village and see how the 

villagers interact with each other, they find that the have lost this most basic living experience. 

Suddenly, this very basic behavior seems extremely important to the urban people.” (Jenny Li, 

personal communication, January 28, 2011) 

However, with rare daily communication with the neighbors, people in urban cities now 

live in a separated way of life. The activists pointed out the importance of a community – the 

virtue of mutual help which has ceased in Hong Kong, since people started to move from the 

public residential clusters.  

 “What is a good living environment? It is built on people’s mutual help. When your 

family gets in trouble, other families will give you a hand. Unfortunately, in Hong Kong, as 

you come across troubles, you will feel helpless and depressed since people seldom have 

interaction with the neighbors living in private real estates… your whole life is relied on a job. 

Once you lose your job you will crash down. In the urban life it seems that we are in lack of 

the autonomy, but we see a difference in the Choi Yuen village.” (Jenny Li, personal 

communication, January 28, 2011) 

On the one hand, people living in urban cities are on the one hand live an independent 

life. As mentioned above, people are separated with little communication with their neighbors. 

When encountering trouble they could only seek help from family members or friends who 

may live far away, rather than from the neighbors’ immediate assistance. On the other hand, 
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urban residents live a dependent life, which is lived by an amount of salary and welfare. 

During the transition from an agricultural society to an industrial society, the peasants lost 

their lands and were forced to find labor jobs in urban towns. The lands become the property 

accumulation of the capitalists. In today’s post-industrial society in Hong Kong, a very small 

proportion of population remain their rural life and a large amount of people live urban life, 

working in the third-sector industry. Due to the incapability of production in urban life, 

people usually work on the final end of the whole production chain, giving them have little 

control over their livelihood. 

Different from the salary-dependency of urban life, Phoebe illustrated her rural life as an 

example of an alternative living mode. 

“I feel I can control my life. The daily schedule is arranged by myself according to my 

capabilities, rather than imposed by the boss. When the boss asks you to do something, but 

you do not know what purpose it is for. Your job is to produce something in an assembly line.” 

(Phoebe Wu, personal communication, December 7, 2010) 

Jenny further emphasized the importance of an autonomous livelihood that, 

“When you are able to control your livelihood, you will have more space and time to 

contemplate what life is. When you are the owner of the production process, you can choose 

how you live your life… … The Choi Yuen village and the farm lands in New Territories can 

provide the space for urban people to experiment and practice this type of life alternative to 

the urban style. Unfortunately we see increasing luxury buildings owned by big corporations 

are built in New Territories.” (Jenny Li, personal communication, January 28, 2011) 

Not only the Hong Kong people live a dependent life, but also the Hong Kong society 

survives depending on importing foods from mainland China and around the globe. Hong 

Kong is a world financial center and a capitalist society, as most of the manufacturing 

industry moved north to mainland China, Hong Kong hugely develops financial and real 

estate industries. However, “does it mean Hong Kong do not need agriculture any more”, 
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said by Phoebe. The post-80s activists not only regard the farm lands as a space for 

autonomous production, but also as a space to tell a particular sector of Hong Kong history.  

The young activists are concerned about the cultural heritage preservation and the social 

development in Hong Kong. If all the farm lands are purchased by big corporations for real 

estate development, the peasants will have to find a job in urban towns and follow the 

capitalist logic which is mentioned above. This is in the same vein of the 2005 anti-WTO 

movement, in which the movement activists sensed the gigantic power of the global trading 

system behind the agricultural production. Once getting involved in this global structure, the 

peasants are deprived of an autonomous livelihood. This type of lifestyle is also now in 

pursuit of by the post-80s activists. 

The political and economic system 

Pointed out by some of the interviewees is the long-held culture of collusion between 

government officials and businessmen makes them furious. Inherited from the colonial 

age, the big corporations are privileged in holding a large amount of social resources because 

of their close cooperation with the governmental sector. The collusion between government 

officials and businessmen is accused for the injustice and in lack of legitimacy especially 

during the governmental mega projects. The XRL project is with no exception. 

In terms of the political system, even though the British colonial government 

inaugurated a direct voting on a proportion of the legislative seats at the beginning of 1990s, 

after 1997 when Hong Kong is in Chinese sovereign, the chief executive is still elected by a 

small circle of appointed officials, which causes the low legitimacy of the Hong Kong 

government. Nowadays, although citizens have the right to vote district councilors and a 

proportion of the seats in the LegCo, the representative politics in Hong Kong fail to 

influentially empower people. It is like what Jaco stated that, 

“We are now in a society that, all the economic, media and education resources are in 

hands of the authorities and the corporation stakeholders. Despite that you have the control 
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over your ballot, what you are going to bring forth is no more than reinforcing the legitimacy 

of this injustice social structure. From kindergarten to working place, the ballots in your hand 

never make you become more powerful and influential in the society than the have-nots.” 

(Jaco Chow, personal communication, January 26, 2011) 

In a more frank way presented by Thomas was that, “it reveals a political hegemony, 

without the base of people’s support” (personal communication, January 25, 2011). This type 

of social structure not only makes the citizens under oppression of the powerful sectors, but 

also dampens the political passion and efficacy. From the colonial age when the colonial 

government intended to de-politicize people’s everyday life, to transitory period from which 

Hong Kong citizens have the authentic right to vote, people have got used to a type of 

political participation as “going to polling station every a few years then nothing to do 

afterward…You may say, I have elected the legislative councilors, but I am not able to control 

what he/she is going to do” (personal communication, February 15, 2011), said by Ger Choi.  

Besides the social structure and system bringing forth grievances to the young 

generation, the rigid and old-fashioned social development policy held by the government 

becomes another crucial point arouses people’s discontent. The pursuit of economic benefits 

and the strategic connection with mainland China are the major points claimed by the 

government on the necessity of building the Hong Kong section of XRL. This type of 

uni-dimensional and economic-oriented stance makes the Hong Kong government on the 

opposite side to the post-80s anti-XRL youths. As illustrated by Fred that, from the very 

beginning to the climax of the movement, what postulated by the government was always 

economic interest-oriented.  

Ger even teased the government as “jet lag” and “those government officials are quite 

out-dated” (personal communication, February 15, 2011), with too old-fashioned bureaucratic 

ideology, concentrating on the economic interests but ignoring the environmental and cultural 

preservation. The statements by Fred and Ger reveal a big difference between the rigid official 
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language system, and the flexible and transformative mindset of the young generation, who 

are concerned about the humane aspect rather than the money. 

In a word, the grievances are mostly derived from the political arena – the old-fashioned 

economic-oriented bureaucratic ideology which often neglects the humane values, and the 

static democratic development of the authorities.  The grievances on the political field lead 

to the oppositional consciousness among the movement youths, making them believe it is 

high time speak up and take action. 

Cognitive Liberation 

Besides the long-held personalities and oppositional consciousness, people’s positive 

expectation on the effects by action taking is significant to social movement participation. The 

former two aspects could be regarded as the emotional willingness and the latter one is 

recognized as the behavioral willingness. According to McAdam (1982), it is the cognitive 

liberation brings people to take an action in reality, as people believe their individual and 

collective action is able to bring forth social change to a certain extent – the political efficacy.  

A fresh generation with less historical burden 

The young activists who took to the street with a slogan “post-80s” believe that they are 

differentiated from the prior generations. The parents of the post-80s may have suffered from 

the class and ideological battle during 1970s in mainland China. They hesitate of political 

participation. In addition, the colonial government focused on the economic development, 

depoliticizing people’s social life and diminished the sense of citizenship. In the golden age of 

the economic growth during 1980s, Hong Kong people on the one hand enjoyed the heyday 

of making money in a fast rate. On the other hand, they were afraid of the possible social 

unrest brought by Hong Kong’s hand-over, a large group of people emigrated to foreign 

countries. For the young generation, they were still kids or at primary school age when the 

Tiananmen Square incident occurred. Without the burden vested by the political unrest, the 

young generation is able to perceive the society with the fresh eyesight and is more willing to 
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take part in social affairs. As Ger illustrated when they decided to use the “post-80s” as the 

slogan for various youth movements, she intended to convey the message that,  

“The previous generation has too much grievances on the society especially after the 

Tiananmen Square massacre… For us, we would like to concentrate much on the passion and 

courage carried by the young people. We want to intervene into social affairs with the identity 

as the youths”. (Ger Choi, personal communication, February 15, 2011) 

Conviction on the influential role taken by the young generation 

During the interviews, the young activists expressed their belief that, the young 

generation takes a vital role in the society. Although a great difference between the value 

systems held by the youths and by the authorities, the youths would like to take the 

responsibility to “instruct”, “educate” and influence the authorities.  

In Hong Kong’s long-held tradition of social-wide protests, rule-and-order is the widely 

accepted manner according to the dominant discourse (Ku, 2007). People take to the street, 

voice out the appeals, and disperse after the march. However, according to the young activists, 

oral accusations are ineffective. Rather, they value the importance of bringing forth practical 

actions and suggestions. To use Andrew’s term, it is “we break and we build”. As Ger 

demonstrated,  

“We want to transform the lifestyle in the whole society. Previously, we kept promoting 

our historical preservation. Eventually we found that the people became aware of this issue, 

as well as the media and the government… we never intend to overturn the government or 

grasp the power. We are here just about to teach, to tell and to suggest.” (Ger Choi, personal 

communication, February 15, 2011) 

Andrew echoed this by saying that, 

“I am sure we can make some changes… I do not expect the whole population in Hong 

Kong change their minds in a sudden, but at least we will make more and more people to 

understand.” (Andrew Shum, personal communication, March 2, 2011).  
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Rather than focusing on the actual effect of a movement, the young generation values 

both the material and immaterial effects. In addition, witnessing the accumulating energy and 

ascending influence generated from the actions taken by the young activists, the post-80s 

anti-XRL youths believe in their leading role in the future society. 

To conclude, in regards to the cognitive liberation of the activists, they embrace 

considerable convictions on their courage and the capabilities to change the society. The 

post-80s activists take themselves as a unique and indispensable social force, capable to be 

the educator and facilitator for social development. Besides the grievances mentioned above, 

this strong belief on the political efficacy further drives them to take part in the movement. 

Why did the Post-80s Form their Collective Identity through the Movement 

From a broad perspective, the social wrongs experienced by the youths lead to the 

grievances as the driving force of political participation. From a micro aspect, the personal 

characteristics and belief on their own power further lead to collective action taking. 

Contextual factors 

First, the post-80s activists criticize that the government pays little attention to the 

humane and cultural aspects during policy implementation. In the XRL case, the cultural 

significance of home and community has been mostly neglected by the government with the 

grand reason of economic development. Experiencing the urban lifestyle and witnessing the 

rural community in the Choi Yuen village, the youngsters started to reflexively discover that 

urban citizens live their lives dependent on a certain amount of salary and in lack of neighbor 

interaction. In contrast, the life represented by the Choi Yuen village, which is a community 

gradually formed by residents’ labor and interaction throughout decades, brings to the young 

generation an alternative imagination of how everyday life could be even in the metropolis of 

Hong Kong. The post-industrial lifestyle arouses the oppositional consciousness towards the 

liberalistic market and the commercial monopoly, which destroy the self-maintaining 

community life, for the sake of boosting consuming among urban residents.  
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Second, the grievances of the young activists are associated with the government, which 

is inherited from the colonial government with collusion to the business sector, the 

representative politics, as well as the static development of democracy after the hand-over. 

This situation of social injustice and political illegitimacy make the youngsters feel inevitably 

powerless and oppressed in political engagement, causing an ideological divide between the 

young generation activists and the authorities.  

Experiencing the social wrongs, the post-80s are seldom told to take action to actualize 

their social responsibility. Instead, what they have obtained from the school are mostly the 

tarnishing of political concerns, orderly and proper performance, and goal-oriented study. 

Rather than arousing the youths’ personalities and the passion of political engagement, the 

post-80s generation is molded and standardized, which is echoed by Gigi that, “we used to be 

faceless… Usually we are regarded as performing bad in English even though graduated from 

higher education or dispirited in working places” (Gigi Lo, personal communication, January 

24, 2011). For a long time, what have been in the officials’ mindset are the negative labels in 

terms of the economic deprivation of the youths. However, according to the post-80s activists, 

what they hope the society to understand and recognize are their enthusiasm, capabilities and 

social responsibility to build the betterment for the city. The identity quest – a positive 

recognition from the public, drives this group of post-80s activists taking collective action and 

forming the collective identity during the anti-XRL movement.  

Personal factors 

Although each of the movement participants has distinctive life path, they share some 

commonalities in terms of their dispositions, which characterize them as in a collectivity – a 

group of people who are different from the mainstream population and are willing to take 

social action as a way to build up the identity of the responsible youth.  

They reflect a mindset with critical and multi-dimensional thinking. With strong sense of 

socially caring, they regard themselves as a non-mainstream group of youths and are more 
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willing to reach serious news than other youngsters. In this process, they acquire the 

capabilities of critical analysis and are able to probe different facets of existing social issues.  

In addition, the popularity of the internet and the outburst of various movements around 

the world broaden the horizon of the Hong Kong youth. Andrew used to be a teacher in 

secondary school, says that “today the young people can easily access to all sorts of 

information in the online world, especially some cutting-edge opinions raised in western 

countries” (personal communication, March 2, 2011). According to some activists, after 

witnessing the creative demonstration conducted by the Korean peasant protesters in the 2003 

anti-WTO action, they started to realize the possibility of changing the Hong Kong protest 

culture, by bringing forth a sense of non-violent, participatory and playful civil disobedience, 

to show the willingness to explore different facets of the world. Previously, according to Ku 

(2004, 2007), for a long time, the movement culture embedded in Hong Kong people’s mind 

is the rule-and-order (e.g. sit-in protest) rather than taking oppositional action, after the 

massive social disturbance in 1960s.  

A sense of self-reflexivity is revealed as the post-80s activists highlight their particularly 

vital role to Hong Kong society. Having clear understanding on what they could and should 

do for the social development - the political efficacy, the knowledge on the existing and 

potential problems in the society (e.g. the problematic education system and metropolitan 

life-style), and their capability of postulating possible developing trends to the authorities (e.g. 

agricultural heritage preservation, mutual help of community life), the young generation of 

movement actors portrays an autonomous and sophisticated image to the government, 

demonstrating their capabilities to educate the officials in the establishment and to build up a 

healthier-developing society.  

Concluding Remarks 

Taking the above multiple dimensional aspects into account, why the post-80s anti-XRL 

youths are willing to take social action and gradually form their collective identity through 
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various kinds of oppositional activities, are based on both the internal and external factors. It 

is a generation has experienced a series of historical changes in Hong Kong society, and 

witnessed the growing of various social problems leading Hong Kong to have the greatest 

wealth gap in the world and the lagging pace of democratic development. It is a generation 

receiving less positive recognition than the prior generations (e.g. the Lion Rock spirit 

representing the hard-working Hong Kong people in 1960-1980s), and getting a standardized 

and goal-oriented mass education in a fierce commercial competition.  

However, in terms of the case in this research – the post-80s anti-XRL youths, it is a 

group of post-80s armed with the self-reflexivity, critical minds towards political issues and 

the knowledge in terms of social action, although they sometimes become faceless in people’s 

mind partially due to the standardized education, media representation and the relatively 

peaceful era where the youth live. When it comes to the critical issue of the XRL and the 

economic-oriented style of the government’s bureaucratic operation, this group of youngsters 

sense the great need to take a step forward and have a say to the authorities, not only to stop 

the XRL construction which carries a series of problems, but also to bring forth the 

responsible identity of the young generation to the public.  
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Table. 1. Information of Interviewees 

 

Name Position in the movement Interview time and 

venue 

WU Po Yee, Phoebe Organizer, youth farmer 2010-12-7 

KWONG Chun Yu,Roy Organizer, politician 2011-1-11 

WAN Jason Active participant, student 2011-1-21 

LO Shin Chi, Gigi Active participant, student 2011-1-24 

LAM Ah P  Active participants, also 

were invited to have music 

performance 

2011-1-25 

Thomas 

SZE TO May Semi-organizer, academic 2011-1-26 

CHOW Nok Hang, Jaco Organizer, employee 2011-1-26 

LI Jenny Organizer, youth farmer 2011-1-28 

CHOI Ger Organizer, part-time teach 2011-2-15  

SHUM Andrew Organizer, employee 2011-3-2 

LAM Fai, Fred Organizer, employee 2011-3-4 

 


