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Abstract: This literature review analyses academic research on Hong Kong identity, focusing on the
dynamic construction of Hong Kong identity before and after the 1997 handover and the trends that
have emerged in this field in recent years. The review emphasizes that the identity of "HongKonger"
is a historically and culturally constructed process that blends Chinese pan-cultural roots with West-
ern influences in colonial and postcolonial contexts. Related research mainly explores political
events, cultural symbols, and community interactions, while emerging research explores identity
construction on social media. Existing quantitative research faces limitations due to inconsistent
definitions of identity in questionnaires. This article concludes that Hong Kong identity remains
fluid and is influenced by the changing historical, political, and cultural landscape, and more nu-
anced methods are needed to capture its complexity.
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1. Introduction

As a unique region, Hong Kong's identity has long attracted academic attention.
From its establishment as a British colony in 1842 to its return to China in 1997, Hong
Kong underwent significant historical transformations that shaped its identity [1]. In this
process, Hong Kong's identity has continued to evolve, influenced by the interweaving of
political, cultural, and social factors.

During the colonial period, British rule brought Western political, economic, and cul-
tural elements to Hong Kong, which collided and merged with Hong Kong's original Chi-
nese traditional culture. the 1997 handover marked a new phase of identity development
for Hong Kong within the framework of "one country, two systems" [2]. This special his-
torical trajectory makes Hong Kong's identity a topic of great research value. It is not only
related to the self-perception of Hong Kong's local residents, but also has far-reaching
significance for the region's social stability, economic development, and its evolving rela-
tionship with mainland China.

2. Two Concensuses about Hong Kong Identity

The current research on Hong Kong's identity is mainly divided into two types: one
is to describe the dynamic formation process of Hong Kong's identity, focusing more on
politics and economy; the other is to study the factors that affect identity in this dynamic
process, such as political ideas, social situations, economic class, etc. Looking at these
studies, we can summarize the following two consensuses:
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2.1. The Identity of "Hongkonger” Is Always in a Dynamic Process of Construction

Existing studies have argued that it was not until the 1960s that an autonomous sense
of Hong Kong identity gradually emerged, just as people come to identify as
"HongKongers" over time, rather than inherently being "HongKongers" [3-5]. Under the
theory of cultural construction, identity is defined as "the process of using historical, lin-
guistic and cultural resources to 'become’ a certain kind of person rather than 'being' a
certain kind of person", and "is produced through specific strategies of representation in
specific historical and institutional contexts, in specific discourse-constructed information
and practices" [6]. The acquired identity of "HongKonger", characterized by a gradually
developed sense of local belonging, should be understood within its unique historical and
institutional context. The identity generated in this way in a specific context is dynamic
and should not be simplified to a certain origin. Instead, we should focus on the dynamic
process of its generation and its influencing factors.

2.2. Hong Kong Possesses a Chinese Pan-Cultural Identity While Integrating Substantial West-
ern Influences to Form a Distinct Hybrid Culture

"Hong Kong is essentially Chinese, and its people are Chinese, even though it is a
modern city" [7]. Chinese cultural elements are prominently manifested in Hong Kong
through its festivals, celebrations, and long-standing traditions, and "the ancient culture
of Hong Kong and Guangdong in the mainland has enough common features to prove
that they come from the same origin" [8]. At the same time, a newspaper article in 1996
described Hong Kong business people as follows: "The more they come into contact with
China, the more they realize that although they are Chinese, their way of thinking, char-
acter, and style of doing things are completely different from those of mainlanders" [9].
Tse therefore breaks down the meaning of the identity of "Hong Kong people" into "a
certain kind of 'Chineseness' plus: 'Chineseness plus affluence/cosmopolitanism/capital-
ism', or 'Chineseness plus English/colonial education/colonialism', or 'Chineseness plus
democracy/human rights/rule of law'. From a geographical point of view, this "plus’ is
considered to be 'Chineseness plus Westernness', or 'Chineseness plus internationaliza-
tion" [3].

Although the phrase "Hong Kong is where Eastern and Western cultures meet" may
sound clichéd, the hybrid culture of the city significantly shapes the values, perspectives,
and identity of its inhabitants.

In 1952, scholar's Black Skin, White Masks criticized the dichotomy of "black and
white" and "self and other" in colonial society, and raised an open and pragmatic question
about the future of once-colonized communities: in the postcolonial context, they are
trapped between alien cultures and the familiar "white" world [10]. Some scholars echo
the paradoxical view of identity, revealing the intertwined relationship between identity
and colonialism, arguing that it is a negotiated process in which rulers and colonial sub-
jects compete for power and reconstruct themselves within a common colonial discourse
[11]. Therefore, cultural identities in the colonial and postcolonial worlds cannot be clearly
demarcated because they ambiguously blend time, space, and emerging local and global
developments.

We should not overlook the impact of colonial history on Hong Kong. On the con-
trary, it is essential to critically examine the unique historical contexts and political struc-
tures before, during, and after the 1997 handover in order to understand the formation of
Hong Kong's present identity.

3. Three Emphasis in Research Content

Whether it is about this dynamic process or its influencing factors, the focus of aca-
demic research is mostly on political, cultural and community analysis.

Politically, scholar describes Hong Kong as "a narrative in which events concerning
China's territorial concerns have continued to redraw a local cultural landscape" [12].
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Moreover, even though "Hong Kong was not apolitical in the 1970s, political movements
(for instance, Chinese as an official language, protecting the Diaoyu Islands) were gener-
ally connected to a pan-Chinese cultural identification" [13]. Any thorough exploration of
Hong Kong's history and culture must address the integral role of politics. Regarding spe-
cific political events that have influenced identity, scholars have mostly analyzed the 1997
handover of Hong Kong, annual public commemorations in Victoria Park, the 2012 pro-
tests over national education reform, the 2014 Umbrella Movement, and the 2019 Anti-
ELAB demonstrations. These movements often highlight distinctions between in-groups
and out-groups, becoming focal points for identity boundary formation, and therefore
have become the focus of identity boundaries. Of course, there are also researches that
trace back to Hong Kong's pre-colonial history and examines Hong Kong's descent, "in
that Hong Kong is a very Chinese city even today, its precolonial past is as relevant as its
colonial history" [14]. However, the main literature still focuses on colonial and post-hand-
over politics and history.

From a cultural perspective, scholars explore how mass media such as newspapers,
novels, and movies, as well as cultural symbols like language and lifestyle, reflect and
influence the development of Hong Kong's identity. Ethics after Idealism, a book examin-
ing cultural differences, uses Hong Kong as a case study and cites many Hong Kong cul-
tural products as supporting examples. "The upsurge of nostalgia in Hong Kong... has
long been present in both elite and mass culture, in the form of art and ethnographic mu-
seums, auctions, films, music, retro-dressing, and much more" [15]. Scholar then talks
about how film "yan-zhi-kou", music "Huang Hou Da Dao Dong", Leung Ping-Kwan's
poetry etc. play a role amid the identity crisis of Hongkong. Other scholar agrees that
"Many Hong Kong films draw on Confucian ethics, such as filial piety, to explore moral
and social issues, reflecting a strong Chinese cultural identity" [16]. The discussion of cul-
tural symbols such as language mainly focuses on the dynamic status between Cantonese,
Mandarin and English. Researcher, in his work Language and Identity, claims that "in
every act of speaking or writing, through the particular forms of Chinese and English they
speak — often intermittently within a single sentence — they enact their identities as Hong
Kong Chinese who have reached the top of the educational ladder. "To speak Standard
British or American English would not be desirable, as it would mark them as outsiders;
to speak no English would be even less desirable, marking them as uncosmopolitan, un-
educated, undesirable as marriage partners" [17]. There are also arguments that Hong
Kong identity is more of a cultural lifestyle than a political entity. In his book on Hong
Kong in the 1960s, researcher writes that Hong Kong's ultimate fate after the handover
was that Hong Kong people "lost their unique identity and were left with only a capitalist
lifestyle' to maintain" [18]. In this context, local identity is linked to material culture and
consumer culture. For instance, researcher has examined Hong Kong's postcolonial iden-
tity through the lens of local consumption of Japanese cultural imports [19]. Furthermore,
a 2018 study analyzes how luxury consumption may contribute to negative emotions and
tensions between some Hong Kong residents and mainlanders within specific socio-eco-
nomic contexts [20].

In terms of community, this research tendency examines the integration of different
groups (divided by race, occupation, etc.) into local identity in Hong Kong, which can be
regarded as a micro-dimension of cultural identity. Although they focus on a specific
group, they show the interaction between that specific group and "Hong Kong people".
From this interaction, we can feel the boundary, which is an important part of identity. As
a highly commercialized multicultural society, Hong Kong has a strong class conscious-
ness, and the standards for dividing class boundaries (regardless of whether there is a
high or low distinction) and then defining groups can be occupation, race, economy, reli-
gion, gender, and various intertwined areas. For example, some studies focus on the social
problems experienced by NMCI and the discrimination they face from locals, others in-
vestigate the interaction and social integration between MSP and locals, some examine the
social identity and integration of Muslim communities in Hong Kong, and others explore
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cultural influences within the Hakka community [19,21-25]. This kind of community re-
search re-examines cultural identity from a micro dimension, thereby obtaining a more
vital cultural identity confirmation that is constantly superimposed and accumulated.
This, to a certain extent, helps to protect the historical connotations of the uniqueness of
different cultural identities that are ignored by abstract generalizations in the macro di-
mension.

4. Recent New Tendency

In recent years, with the development of social media, there has been a trend to study
how Hong Kong people in different contexts construct their own identities on social plat-
forms. Social platforms such as TikTok and Instagram have achieved widespread global
adoption. This research method provides a large and diverse dataset, and the way users
present themselves on these platforms naturally aligns with the concept of social identity-
when the posting action is completed, whether intentionally or unintentionally, the sym-
bolic boundaries between self and others are already established. Social media platforms
have become a place for self-presentation and identity management [26,27]. Some re-
searchers analyzed Twitter posts using specific tags to explore the collective identity of
Hong Kong people during the 2019 protests related to the extradition bill [28,29]. There is
also a study investigating social media in a broader context, not based on one single move-
ment, but based on the social media postings by localist advocacy groups in the long run
[30]. Some researchers studied the role and influence of social media as an important "pub-
lic sphere" in the development and promotion of the 2014 Umbrella Movement [31].
Scholar also notes that social media played a role in stimulating a sense of shared identity,
efficacy, and anger, which in turn fueled participation in the protests in Hong Kong [32].

However, since the social media craze has only been around for a short time and
requires a certain technical background, research in this direction has just begun and the
number is small. With the development of online ethnography, the number of studies in
this direction may see a big increase.

5. Limitations of Current Quantitative Design

There are some limitations in the existing quantitative data on Hong Kong identity.
This limitation does not lie in the methodology itself, but in how identity is conceptualized
and operationalized in questionnaire coding.

The quantitative data sources often cited in the existing literature are Hong Kong
Panel Studies of Social Dynamics (HKPSSD), Public Opinion Programme of the University
of Hong Kong (HKUPOP) and Pew Research Center. In HKPSSD, the data coding of the
questionnaire is: "D20_1. I am a Hong Konger. I am a Hong Konger. Please say whether
this statement applies to you in a scale of 1 to 7. 1 refers to 'Strongly disagree', 4 refers to
‘Neither agree nor disagree' while 7 refers to 'Strongly agree'. Please answer with 1-7
points, 1 means strongly disagree, 4 means neutral, and 7 means strongly agree." After
this question, HKPSSD provides a similar scoring question about "I am a Chinese". In the
survey conducted every two years by the Hong Kong Public Opinion Research Institute
(HKPORI), respondents are asked to select from four self-identification categories:
"HongKonger", "HongKonger of China", "Chinese in Hong Kong", and "Chinese". In the
Pew Research Center study, respondents were asked to choose the identity they most
identified with from the following three indicators-"primarily a HongKonger, primarily
Chinese, or both a HongKonger and Chinese".

It can be seen that each of the three major questionnaires adopts a different definition
of the identity of "HongKonger". The HKPSSD adopts a parallel measurement approach
that may imply a binary understanding of identity. However, the personal identities that
researchers try to measure are not necessarily mutually exclusive [33]. This questionnaire
actually implies the logical premise of "either a Hong Konger or a Chinese". HKUPOP
further offers the option of a hybrid identity; however, as scholars point out, the meanings
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of "Hong Kong people of China" and "Chinese in Hong Kong" are not immediately clear
[34]. Among the three options of the Pew Research Center, there is significant overlap and
ambiguity among the response options, because citizens with a higher degree of Chinese
identity usually also have a strong or moderate Hong Kong identity, in this case, the re-
spondents can strictly choose both options [19,35]. At present, there is no universally rec-
ognized questionnaire for identifying Hong Kong identity in academia, which is also one
of the academic gaps.

6. Conclusion

By integrating research on the interaction between Chinese pan-cultural roots and
Western influences, this review highlights the hybrid nature of Hong Kong identity and
its negotiation in colonial and postcolonial contexts. This review also integrates recent re-
search on the role of social media in the construction of Hong Kong identity and proposes
the prospect of incorporating online ethnography into research directions, thereby enrich-
ing the theoretical discourse on identity formation in hybrid cultural contexts.

Despite the contributions of this review, some unresolved issues were also identified.
As highlighted by Wong et al., the lack of a set of standardized questionnaires for meas-
uring Hong Kong identity remains a major shortcoming, which in turn contributes to in-
consistencies in findings across studies. In addition, this emerging field of social media
research lacks sufficient longitudinal data to fully understand its long-term impact on
identity construction.

To address these gaps, future research should try to develop a universally accepted
questionnaire, or develop a weighting framework to reconcile individual surveys and bet-
ter capture the hybrid and multifaceted nature of Hong Kong identity, and may draw on
mixed methods that combine quantitative surveys with qualitative online ethnography.
Finally, an interdisciplinary approach integrating anthropology, sociology, and media
studies can provide a more comprehensive understanding of Hong Kong identity, which
will not only contribute to academic discussions but also facilitate practical exploration of
its complex identity.
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