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Objectives

 Describe a research journey on understanding 

young people’s belonging

 Illustrate how young people from diverse cultural 

groups perceive their belonging to Hong Kong

 Discuss the possibility and challenges of 

multicultural belonging



Why belonging in troubling times?

 Extant opinion polls and surveys show clear results about 
Hong Kong youths’ dissatisfaction with socioeconomic and 
political conditions (Chiu & Wong, 2018; Wong, Zheng, & 
Wan, 2017) 

 The different sociocultural environments of ethnic minorities
position them to make qualitatively different ethnic identity 
claims (Gube & Phillipson, 2019; Gube, 2020) compared to 
their Hong Kong Chinese counterparts

 The latter group tends to be occupied with political 
differences relating to their ethno-national identity (S. Y. Lee, 
2020)

 Cultural memberships and boundaries are redefined and 
redrawn through the “making and unmaking of belonging” 
(Halse, 2018, p. 17) in a shifting sociopolitical environment



ACTIVITY 1

Share with us your thoughts on the following questions either by 

typing in the chat area OR speaking through the microphone: 

1. Where do you belong? 

2. Where does your sense of belonging come from?



Belonging

Place-belongingness

• As a personal, intimate, feeling of being ‘at 
home’ in a place 

Politics of belonging

• As a discursive resource which constructs, 
claims, justifies, or resists forms of socio-
spatial inclusion/exclusion 

(Antonsich, 2010, p. 645)



Place-belongingness

 To understand how, as an emotional feeling, it comes to be 

attached by an individual to a particular place

 Home refers to “a symbolic space of familiarity, comfort, security, 

and emotional attachment” (hooks, cited from Antonsich, 2010, 

p. 646)



Politics of belonging

Membership (to a group) and ownership (of a place) are the key 

factors in any politics of belonging

 Belonging is “inherently spatial, and therefore who belongs and 

who does not is written in the landscape” 

 Involves two opposite sides:

1. The side that claims belonging

2. The side that holds the power of “granting” belonging

(Antonsich, 2010, pp. 650-651)



Multicultural belonging

 Belonging is a product of the active 
part of citizenship (Chin, 2019, p. 
731)

 Belonging amongst ethno-cultural 
diversity requires a substantial 
democratic ethos of inclusion 

 …to facilitate the ongoing acceptance 
and re-adjustment of the political 
community this [ethos] requires (Chin, 
2019, p. 731)

 Second-order plurality: “where diverse 
cultural groups will not all belong to 
the political community in the same 
way” (Chin, 2019, p. 732)

“I don’t feel like I’m a Pakistani 

who doesn’t care about what’s 

happening in Hong Kong. On the 

other hand, I was born in Hong 

Kong and I’m basically a 

Hongkonger.”

“Do they treat us 

non-Chinese as 

part of society?”



Conceptualizing multicultural belonging in 

Hong Kong

 Challenges the idea that the state is in possession of one group 

or one mode of belonging (Chin, 2019, p. 732)

 The fact that different ethno-cultural groups reside in Hong Kong 

means that there is no unitary mode of constructing belonging

 Differentiated unity < > particular expressions of this unity 

 Different images of what Hong Kong is

 Different ways of claiming belonging to Hong Kong



The research journey

 Conducted from October to December 2019 (at the height of the 

social movement)

 8 focus groups

 4 groups of Cantonese-speaking Hong Kong Chinese youth

 4 groups of English-speaking ethnic minority youth



The research journey

Chinese-speaking focus 

groups

 Age: 18 – 24

 Groups: 4 groups (2 – 6 

each)*

 Ethnicity: Chinese (Hong 

Kong)

 Years in Hong Kong: all born 

and raised in Hong Kong

English-speaking focus 

groups

 Age: 18 – 24 

 Groups: 4 groups (2 – 4 each)

 Ethnicities: Pakistani, Filipino, 
Nepalese and Indonesian

 Years in Hong Kong: 4 – 23 
years (some born and raised in 
Hong Kong; and some arrived in 
the city in their early, primary or 
middle school years)

*Limitation: Absent rate was high during the data collection period because of traffic disruptions in 

various districts 



Hong Kong Chinese youth



Common “culture”

 The young people held on to the idea of having a common culture

 Draws on a discourse of commonality, having a common, 

“undiluted” culture to reify a solidarity, collective Hong Kong 

identity



Common “culture”

Don’t intend to find something 

foreign to dilute the Hong Kong 

culture suddenly. Don’t put things 

in. Don’t take things away…. It’s 

best to do nothing (Coco)
A sense of belonging is the common 

memory, the common benefits, the 

common aspirations or the common 

culture, everything we have in common 

that is important. The more in common, 

the stronger the sense of belonging. I 

think this is where the sense of belonging 

is from. (TC)



Common language

 Young people remarked 

about their Cantonese-

speaking ability to construct 

a sense of belonging to their 

fellow Hong Kong people

 This discursive strategy is 

pronounced when they are in 

contact with “foreign” 

cultures



Common language

I think it’s about the common 

language. We all speak 

Cantonese. Like when we 

Hong Kongers understand 

slang like what ‘o mouth’ (the 

action of mouth opened 

when one is surprised) means, 

that feeling of being able to 

relate brings a sense of 

belonging (Vienna)

I find language [to be] very 

important too. When I heard 

people speaking Cantonese while I 

was having an exchange semester 

overseas, I would feel like oh 

fellows… When you are in a foreign 

country, you may be welcomed, 

but still you feel the barrier when 

you speak to them in English. It’s like 

you can’t really speak your mind. 

So I think language is the most 

important factor that brings a sense 

of belonging (Ah Laam) 



Sense of (in-)security

 Young people perceived Hong Kong to be unsafe

 They developed tensions regarding their sense of ownership of 

Hong Kong

 Yet, they still identified with Hong Kong despite the observed 

instability



Sense of (in-)security

I feel that Hong Kong is a mess 

right now. When I went overseas 

for an exchange semester, I was 

often asked the situation of Hong 

Kong. I was very proud when I talk 

about Hong Kong because this is 

where I am from and with where I 

am satisfied. It feels like home. But 

progressively, I no longer feel safe 

here and I gradually think that 

Hong Kong is not the same. It 

makes me feel that I can’t find my 

place here (Kate)

If you ask me whether my sense of 

safety is affected due to all the mess 

that has happened, I’d say yes, 

absolutely. But will it affect my sense 

of belonging to Hong Kong? No. It’s 

just that the way we used to act is 

changed and that my personal 

safety is affected. But deep in my 

heart I still regard this as the Hong 

Kong I am used to knowing. I still 

have a strong sense of belonging 

here, which cannot be altered in a 

short period of time (Ceci)



ACTIVITY 2

Share with us your thoughts on the following questions either by 

typing in the chat area OR speaking through the microphone: 

1. What promotes your sense of belonging to Hong Kong?

2. What impedes your sense of belonging to Hong Kong?



Ethnically diverse youth



Common memories 

 Ethnically diverse young people stressed a sense of commonality 

to their Hong Kong experience

 They used this commonality as a discursive strategy to claim 

their social membership in Hong Kong



Common memories

The thing is all of us are going through the 

same thing and then we'll be able to like 

when we look back hopefully finish it quickly... 

like this political situation wrapped up, then 

the thing is when we grow older than we 

would like look back at this has a common 

memory of us. But the thing is some people 

will think it's more of a Chinese event because 

it's connected with the China but the thing is 

we are also living you're like the three of us or 

even you guys like it's affecting all of us and 

we are like having our own solutions and role 

it's a common memory for all of us but it's in a 

different way affecting different people 

(Singh, Indian)

So in Hong Kong you can go up to, 

you can meet a random stranger for 

the first time and you talk to them 

about many different topics. But when 

I go back to my home…home…a 

strict…country. What happen is that a 

lot of the time people have no clue 

what you're talking about. When 

you're trying to talk about politics or 

historical event or books or something 

say different types of literature or 

media that you consume here in Hong 

Kong. It's... it's the collective 

internationalism and globalization in 

Hong Kong that probably gives me a 

sense that makes me feel like I'm part 

of it (Chris, Filipino)



Identifying with ethnic minority peers

 The ethnically diverse young people gravitated towards people 

who can relate to their cultural experiences

 Their cultural membership to a group is assigned by other people 

(peers)

 Despite the ethnic differences, this cultural experience is 

grounded with an identification of being a local



Identifying with ethnic minority peers

One of the things that kind of makes 

me feel at home in general is just 

like being able to identify with 

people. So it’s not necessarily that I 

have been in that place for a really 

long time that I know everybody. 

Sometimes you are kind of in a new 

setting, a new place and you feel 

comfortable still. And I think a lot of 

that has to do with being able to 

identify with people, relating to 

them like with the cultural 

background (K, Filipina)

Like because the people that end 

up in uni and the foreign students 

are tend to be wealthier. You could 

hear it in their accent. You can. So 

like in English. You hear it. Because I 

can tell that our backgrounds are 

different, it sort of makes me wanna

stay away and I feel like they can’t 

really relate to my experience of 

being a local, as much as other 

local, non-Indonesian, but non-

Chinese friends. Which is why I end 

up with non-Chinese friends who 

are non-local but not Indonesians 

as well (Cecile, Indonesian)



Social acceptance towards minorities

 The youths’ claim of cultural membership in Hong Kong was 
negotiated through their interaction with Hong Kong Chinese 
people

 They see Hong Kong as an ethnically diverse society, whereas 
this discourse is not as evident among the Chinese youth - many 
Hong Kong youth participants recognize the diverse ethnicities 
but stress the importance of being able to communicate with 
minorities 

 The ability to speak to Cantonese is key to greater social 
acceptance towards minorities



Social acceptance of local Chinese towards 

minorities

The ones that were in our school, so they were local 

Chinese back in primary school and now they've 

joined international school. Some of my some of the 

friends I made, I made because they knew I was 

born in Hong Kong and raised in Hong Kong so they 

found it quite interesting. They were like oh we can 

teach you Chinese, you know you can become 

like... you have to be part of our Hong Kong society. 

I was kind of grateful for that, like they really tried to 

help me. And in return, I would try to like make them 

mingle with my friends as well. So I guess as long as 

we put the effort to interact with one another, it’s 

kind of beautiful. Just like the feeling of mixing 

groups (Joseph, Indian) 

We kind of realized nah it’s like we are from 

here and it doesn’t matter what the history 

has been as far as the ethnic make-up goes, 

at the end of the day, the presence of Hong 

Kong is made up of a lot of ethnicity so at the 

end like we are Hong Kongers too and I don’t 

think that means we should stop identifying 

with our heritage culture. And I think it’s okay 

for us to identify with Hong Kong even if other 

people say we are not. We are. Doesn’t 

matter (Nisha, Nepalese)



Points of reference in young people’s sense 

of belonging

Hong Kong Chinese Ethnically Diverse

Common culture Common memories

Common language Identifying with ethnic minority peers

Sense of (in-)security Social acceptance of local Chinese 

people

I am sure if you ask this question four 

months ago or even now, you don’t 

have to worry about the sense of 

belonging (TC)

I am sure if you ask this question four 

months ago or even now, you don’t 

have to worry about the sense of 

belonging (TC)



Towards multicultural belonging in Hong 

Kong?

 The sociopolitical situation has underscored diverse modes of 

belonging in Hong Kong

 All groups spoke of a common experience that became a 

discursive resource to claim ownership to Hong Kong

 Yet, the way they saw Hong Kong could differ in terms of social 

emphasis

 i.e., where do their sense of belonging come from?



Belonging in practice: Home for diverse 

hopes

 All groups expressed a strong attachment to Hong Kong, despite 

the differences in how they claim cultural membership

 This attachment included how they developed a sense of 

common culture, common memories and felt insecure

 There may be a need to revisit the condition in which cultural 

boundaries are drawn (language, race, citizenship, etc.) 

(Bloemraad, 2022)

 i.e., is acquiring Cantonese the only necessary condition to belong to Hong 

Kong?



Belonging in practice: Home for diverse 

hopes

 The collective identity as a Hong Kong-er is constantly being redefined 
by different cultural groups

 Attention to mediators and conditions of belonging is essential for 
achieving social equity (e.g., multiplicity, positionality, claims-making 
(Bloemraad, 2022))

 multiplicity (To what extent is it acceptable to have multiple cultural 
affiliations?)

 positionality (How “Chinese” does one have to be regarded as a Hong Kong-
er?)

 claims-making (What actions do people take to be recognized as a “full” 
member of a society?)

 Hong Kong as a place that nurtures all? 



Do you 

agree?



ACTIVITY 3

Reflect on the following question: 

1. To what extent would you agree that Hong Kong is successful in 

forming a “multicultural talent pool”?



Thank you!


