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Hong Kong Politics: A Comparative Introduction is a comprehensive and 
pioneering guide of this emerging field. It aims to advance scholarly 
understanding of Hong Kong’s political developments since the handover 
of sovereignty in 1997, using a comparative politics approach.

The book advances a unique integrated comparative framework for 
studying Hong Kong through geopolitical, autonomy, center-periphery, 
democratization, political-economic, and governance perspectives. It guides 
readers to understand and interpret the various political dimensions of 
Hong Kong in a comprehensive and holistic way.

This book will be of key interest to scholars and students of compara-
tive politics. Experienced political researchers in Hong Kong will find this 
book illuminating while comparative political scholars worldwide would 
also find it a handy introductory text to the important case of Hong Kong. 
This book is also an excellent resource for instructors and students of 
Asian Studies, China Studies, and Hong Kong Studies.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Toward an Integrated 
Comparative Framework

“Brian, you have a strong research profile. But I would advise you to shift 
your research focus beyond Hong Kong as early as possible. I have never 
encountered a first-rate political scientist who is only focusing on studying 
a small city like Hong Kong.” This was a remark given by an expat Head 
of Department from a local university in Hong Kong, who taught me—a 
fresh PhD at that time—a valuable lesson at the end of a job interview held 
in 2012. As readers could have expected, I failed to get the job.

Over the past 10 years, I progressed from Lecturer to Full Professor. 
But this remark was always a reminder throughout my academic journey. 
It reminded me that the scholarly values of studying Hong Kong Politics—
in Hong Kong and in elsewhere—should not be taken for granted. “For a 
researcher to be able to say what happens in a single country may be inter-
esting, but it is generally insufficient to mean that he or she is really 
engaged in the study of comparative politics”, veteran comparative politi-
cal scientist B. Guy Peters once forcefully argued (Peters, 1998, p. 3).

From time to time, many passionate Hong Kong graduate students 
have come to me expressing their aspirations for studying Hong Kong 
Politics. Every time I will share the above story with these young people, 
advising them that their passion for Hong Kong—though very much well- 
appreciated—are unfortunately irrelevant as far as scholarly research is 
concerned. After all, top discipline journal editors, reputable book pub-
lishers, and research grant reviewers will positively consider our 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-13-7960-4_1&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-7960-4_1#DOI
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submissions of Hong Kong Politics only if they are theoretically significant 
in terms of political science scholarship—not in terms of our passion for 
Hong Kong. In other words, we Hong Kong political scientists must work 
very hard to convince top discipline journal editors, reputable book pub-
lishers, and research grant reviewers that Hong Kong Politics deserves the 
scholarly attention of political scientists worldwide. In recent years, practi-
cal politics—the rise and fall of Hong Kong’s mass mobilization (see Fong, 
2020a, 2021a, 2022a, 2022b and 2022c)—may have temporarily reduced 
the pressure of Hong Kong political scientists in seeking international 
scholarly attention in the short run. But it remains a never-ending task for 
Hong Kong’s political scientists in the long run.

Over the past 10 years, I made every efforts to place my research on 
Hong Kong Politics in the context of comparative politics literature. By 
doing so, I hope that I can bring Hong Kong Politics to a much wider 
audience beyond Hong Kong. Collecting my most representative journal 
articles published over the past 10 years, this book endeavors to provide 
an accessible guide—and templates—to future scholars on why and how 
to study Hong Kong from a comparative politics perspective.1

Why Study hong Kong PoliticS

Intellectually, why should we study Hong Kong Politics? More specifically, 
why should comparative political scientists worldwide pay their attention 
on Hong Kong? These two questions boil down to the scholarly values of 
Hong Kong Politics as a single case study in comparative political studies.

In comparative political studies, the scholarly values of conducting sin-
gle case studies are always debatable. Single case study is often seen by 
some comparativists as not “comparative” at all; though paradoxically 
single case study remains the most common form of analysis in compara-
tive political studies (Peters, 1998, p. 11). When compared with small-N 
and large-N studies, the principal advantage of single case study is its 
depth, which enables scholars to conduct an in-depth investigation of a 
particular political phenomenon (Hague et al., 2019, p. 36).

1 Except for correcting mistakes, I have kept all the reprinted journal articles as they were 
published for the first time. Some contents may have been overtaken by events, but I hope 
to keep all contents as records of our time.

 B. C. H. FONG
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Conceptually, a single case study can make a substantial contribution to 
comparative politics literature—and therefore will be seen as “compara-
tive”—if it “either use concepts that are applicable in other countries, 
develop new concepts that may become applicable in other countries, 
and/or embed their studies in a comparative context” (Landman & 
Carvalh, 2017, pp. 25–26). In other words, the scholarly values of a single 
case study must be justified by its potential to link “particularities” with 
“generalities”, either by ways of fostering theory building (i.e., generating 
new theories and concepts for future application in other cases) or pro-
moting theory testing (i.e., applying existing theories and concepts devel-
oped from other cases) (Orvis & Carol, 2018, p.  49). Either way, this 
requires a scholar to justify his or her single case study as some form of 
“critical case” of a larger category of cases—a case that is critical to the 
comprehension of comparative political theories and concepts, equivalent 
to clinical studies in medicine or critical experiments in natural science 
(Yin, 2018, p. 97).

To put Hong Kong Politics into the above theoretical context, the 
challenge facing Hong Kong’s political scientists is therefore how to make 
our single case study of Hong Kong relevant to theory building (i.e., by 
justifying that the studies of Hong Kong Politics have the potential to 
inform the development of theories and concepts transferable to other 
places) and theory testing (i.e., by justifying that the studies of Hong 
Kong Politics provide a suitable research site for applying the existing the-
ories and concepts). This task is easier said than done. It requires Hong 
Kong’s political scientists to closely follow the latest theories and concepts 
in comparative politics literature and to keep establishing the relevance of 
Hong Kong Politics to such theories and concepts. To do so, Hong 
Kong’s political scientists—especially graduate students and early career 
researchers—must immersed themselves in the most advanced compara-
tive politics literature.

hoW to Study hong Kong PoliticS

Studies of Hong Kong Politics will be able to demonstrate its comparative 
political values if they are useful for theory building and theory testing. 
For this purpose, Hong Kong political scientists must develop strategies 
that forcefully place Hong Kong in the context of comparative political 
studies, making it a “critical case” (inside a comparative framework) rather 

1 INTRODUCTION: TOWARD AN INTEGRATED COMPARATIVE FRAMEWORK 
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than just an “unique case” (outside a comparative framework). But how to 
interpret Hong Kong from a comparative politics perspective? Which 
comparative politics literature should Hong Kong’s political scientists 
engage with and how?

Over the past 10 years, I have sought to place Hong Kong in compara-
tive political contexts by theorizing it as a geopolitical domain, a territorial 
autonomy, a periphery, a hybrid regime, a capitalist state, and an executive- 
dominant polity. Building upon these efforts, I can summarize my past 
research here through an integrated comparative framework, which aims 
to make Hong Kong Politics theoretically relevant to important fields of 
comparative political studies (Fig. 1.1).

Hong Kong 
Politics

Comparative 
Geopolitical 
Perspective: 

Hong Kong as a 
Geopolitical 

Domain
Comparative 
Autonomy 

Perspective: 
Hong Kong as a 

Territorial 
Autonomy

Comparative 
Centre-Periphery 

Perspective: 
Hong Kong as a 

Periphery

Comparative 
Democratisation 

Perspective: 
Hong Kong as a 
Hybrid Regime

Comparative 
Political-
Economic 

Perspective:
Hong Kong as a 
Capitalist State

Comparative 
Governance 
Perspective: 

Hong Kong as an 
Executive-

Dominant Polity

Fig. 1.1 An integrated comparative framework for Hong Kong politics. (Source: 
Author’s compilation)

 B. C. H. FONG
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Comparative Geopolitical Perspective: Hong Kong 
as a Geopolitical Domain

In geopolitical studies, scholars and researchers have extensively studied 
why and how great powers have competed for spheres of influence across 
the globe over time (Fong, 2024a). Small states—as both object and sub-
ject of great power politics—are the most popular unit of analysis in this 
kind of geopolitical studies (Neumann & Gstöhl, 2006). In this age of 
renewed great power competition, some pioneering scholars have gone 
beyond this state-centric approach and extended geopolitical studies to 
non-sovereign, quasi-state entities (Fong, 2024b). These pioneer studies 
cover “associated states” such as Micronesia, Marshall Islands, and Palau 
(Grossman et  al., 2019); “contested states” such as Abkhazia, South 
Ossetia, Nagorno-Karabakh, Taiwan, and Kosovo (Broers, 2020; Fisher, 
2020; Lefteratos, 2023); “territorial autonomies” such as Greenland, 
Guam, and Northern Mariana Islands (Olsvig, 2022; Sigler, 2017).

Hong Kong has been a geopolitical domain since its opening by the 
British as an international port city in 1841 (Fong, 2022d). How does the 
geopolitics of Hong Kong evolve from Cold War and post-Cold War to 
New Cold War? Why and how great powers compete for influence in 
Hong Kong over time? Does Hong Kong has any agency in great power 
politics? How can we compare Hong Kong as a geopolitical domain with 
other non-sovereign, quasi-state entities in the context of comparative 
geopolitical studies?

Comparative Autonomy Perspective: Hong Kong 
as a Territorial Autonomy

Over the decades, “territorial autonomies” have become an increasingly 
popular unit of analysis in comparative political studies. Defined as “demo-
graphically distinctive jurisdictions that exercise asymmetric, legally 
entrenched self-governing powers within sovereign states” (Fong, 2022e), 
territorial autonomies are emerging in recent years as a constitutional tool 
for addressing ethnic, religious, and cultural conflicts in many divided 
societies (Weller & Nobbs, 2010; Weller & Wolff, 2005). It is estimated 
that there are more than 75 territorial autonomies around the world—
from Aceh, Guam, Macao, New Caledonia, Jammu & Kashmiri, Sabah, 
and Sarawak in the East to Åland Islands, Basque Country, Catalonia, 
Corsica, Gibraltar, Greenland, Puerto Rico, Québec, South Tyrol, and 
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Tatarstan in the West—providing a large, under-investigated pool of cases 
for comparative political scientists to explore (Fong, 2022b).

Hong Kong has been transformed from a British crown colony into a 
Chinese territorial autonomy since 1997 (Fong, 2020b). Why and how a 
territorial autonomous arrangement—bearing the official name of “One 
Country, Two Systems” model—was formulated and adopted as a solu-
tion of Hong Kong’s future in the 1980s? What are the constitutional 
characteristics of Hong Kong’s territorial autonomous arrangement vis-à- 
vis territorial autonomies worldwide? How can we compare the constitu-
tional politics of Hong Kong with other territorial autonomies in the 
context of comparative autonomy studies?

Comparative Center-Periphery Perspective: Hong Kong 
as a Periphery

Instead of focusing on formal, constitutional-legal relations between polit-
ical entities, center-periphery theories examine actual, dynamic power 
relations between “centre” and “periphery” (Norkus, 2018, pp. 141–161). 
The classical theory of Galtung (1971) provides an useful, holistic model 
to investigate how a center may establish and maintain its grips over sur-
rounding peripheries through five types of centralized controls, namely 
economic, political, military, communication, and cultural mechanisms. In 
this connection, China as a geographical core of gravity in East Asia is 
always a powerful center seeking to influence its surrounding peripheries. 
The role of China as a center vis-à-vis its surrounding peripheries is com-
parable to many other similar centers worldwide, such as Russia in Eastern 
Europe, France-Germany in Western Europe, India in South Asia, and the 
United States in the Americas (Su & Cui, 2016).

Conceptually, Hong Kong is always a periphery of China and its politics 
has been evolved over the decades as a consequence of China’s waxing and 
waning influence (Fong, 2017a, 2020c). What are the driving forces that 
shape the center-periphery relations between China and Hong Kong over 
the years? What are the major mechanisms deployed by China to influence 
Hong Kong? What are the consequences of China’s expanding influence 
over contemporary Hong Kong? How can we compare the center- 
periphery politics between China and Hong Kong with other similar cases 
worldwide in the context of comparative center-periphery studies?
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