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Introduction

At 7:30 am on 12 June 2019, it was already hot and sultry in Hong Kong. 
The early summer day had yet to reach rush hour, but a small group of pro-
testers had already gathered, blocking Lung Wo Road near the Legislative 
Council (LegCo) where politicians were set to discuss a controversial bill that 
had sparked widespread opposition. Soon, more and more protesters arrived. 
They skilfully moved to stop the traffic on Harcourt Road, swiftly occupying 
the city’s major highway that connects court buildings, government branches, 
financial institutions, and the garrison army. By 8:00 am, Admiralty was teem-
ing with anxious protesters. They heeded the call to strike from work and sur-
round both the LegCo and the adjacent Hong Kong government headquarters, 
a towering glass-clad structure. Equipped with face masks, goggles, helmets, 
and umbrellas, they were prepared for potential clashes with the police, ready 
to face the situation head-on.

Admiralty – once a navy dockyard during the British colonial era and now 
the political and economic heart of China’s Special Administrative Region 
(SAR) – was an eventful place. Five years before the movement, in the autumn 
of 2014, a large section of it was occupied by protesters calling for democratic 
reforms to the city’s electoral system. Known as the Umbrella Movement, the 
largely peaceful occupation persisted for over two months but ultimately fell 
short of its objectives, as the government dismantled the encampments. Half 
a decade later, it seemed as though history was repeating itself. This time, 
however, protesters appeared more equipped and resolute in their actions. 
Moreover, they were driven by a more pressing objective: to halt the advance-
ment of an amendment to the city’s extradition laws, which was scheduled for 
its second reading.

Several months earlier, the government put forth a controversial proposal 
to amend the city’s extradition law, allowing for the extradition of fugitives 
to mainland China. Despite Hong Kong’s status as an SAR of the People’s 
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2 Introduction

Republic of China (PRC) for the past two decades, there were no existing 
extradition agreements with the mainland. The amendment gradually ignited 
widespread public concern. Citizens feared that the law could be exploited 
to target political dissidents within the semi-autonomous city and erode the 
legal barrier that had traditionally distinguished Hong Kong from the main-
land. Initial signs of dissent emerged in February 2019 as soon as the govern-
ment tabled the amendment bill. However, it was not until May, after intense 
debates in the legislature and an online petition that garnered hundreds of 
thousands of signatures, that the opposition movement gained momentum and 
galvanized society.

June 9 marked a historic moment, as approximately one million people took 
to the streets in a peaceful demonstration against the imminent bill. The mas-
sive turnout made it the largest protest in Hong Kong’s history.1 Led by Civil 
Human Rights Front (CHRF), a coalition of prominent pro-democracy social 
movement organizations (SMOs), the June 9 rally was so massive that pro-
testers found themselves stranded in Victoria Park for hours before they could 
commence the march. The rally officially ended at 10:00 pm – far later than 
typical marches. Many stayed on the streets for longer. But the Hong Kong 
government remained unmoved by the unprecedented turnout. It declared 
that it had no intention to suspend the bill and asserted that the second read-
ing, the final step before the law’s implementation, would proceed despite the 
opposition.

Outraged by the government’s dismissal of public dissent, protesters once 
again assembled on June 12. This time, the demonstration unfolded quite dif-
ferently. Unlike the organization-led rally on June 9, the day’s protest was 
not initiated by any leaders or organizers. Numerous organizations and trade 
unions had urged citizens to strike but did not provide specific plans of action. 
Instead, individuals primarily relied on online platforms to disseminate the 
call to mobilize. One such call was started by two ordinary Facebook users, 
who created an event page to invite others to ‘picnic alone’ at the government 
headquarters. Remarkably, within hours, over 10,000 citizens expressed their 
intent to participate. As protesters arrived in Admiralty for their ‘picnic’ the 
next day, there were no leaders or organizers to provide guidance, nor was 
there any plan or timetable to be followed. The event was entirely improvised. 
No one knew what to do next and how it would end.

A decentralized yet implicitly ‘organized’ form of mobilization quickly 
emerged with a spontaneous division of labour. Protesters tacitly assumed 
various roles. Some positioned themselves on the frontlines, directly engag-
ing with riot police. Others played crucial supporting roles that aligned with 
their existing expertise. Doctors and nurses established impromptu first-aid 
stations to provide essential medical care to injured protesters. Van drivers 

1 Activists suggested that the pro-democracy protest on 25 May 1989 drew around 1.5 million 
marchers in Hong Kong, but that figure is disputed (Lee and Chan 2010; Szeto 2011).
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The City of Protests 3

used their vehicles to transport vital supplies such as water, saline solution, 
and surgical masks. Christian groups formed choir lines, physically separat-
ing protesters from the police, filling the air with calming religious hymns. 
Meanwhile, students used the encrypted messaging app Telegram to create 
channels to disseminate verified information about the protest. This decen-
tralized and spontaneous protest set the stage for what was to come for the 
Anti-Extradition Law Amendment Bill Movement (hereafter referred to as the 
Anti-Extradition Movement).

Under immense public pressure, the government suspended the bill three 
days later on June 15. But protesters were not satisfied. They continued their 
mobilization and built upon the unfulfilled demands of the 2014 Umbrella 
Movement to incorporate political reforms in their demands. Adopting a 
‘be water’ strategy, protesters emulated the tactics employed on June 12 and 
orchestrated numerous protest actions citywide. In the following months, 
guided by this decentralized logic, protesters paralyzed traffic, staged wild-cat 
demonstrations and airport sit-ins, broke into LegCo, organized neighbour-
hood protests, and turned university campuses into fiery battlegrounds. They 
boycotted pro-government businesses and actively supported those aligned 
with the movement, leveraging their economic influence to exert political pres-
sure. Some activists even pioneered an ‘international front’ to mobilize support 
overseas.

Despite intensifying momentum, the Hong Kong SAR government stood 
firm and refused to make further concessions. As the Chinese authorities sig-
nalled their disapproval of the protests, local authorities shifted to a more 
hard-line stance. Riot police escalated their use of crowd control measures to 
suppress the unrest. The situation quickly radicalized the protests. Faced with 
a hardened government, protesters felt compelled to use increasingly trans-
gressive and violent tactics to hold their ground. Yet, the movement managed 
to maintain a surprising level of cohesion despite tactical radicalization. While 
some protesters resorted to using weapons such as bricks, bamboo poles, and 
Molotov cocktails to confront the police, moderate protesters remained toler-
ant of these transgressive actions. This exceptional level of cohesion extended 
beyond the streets and translated into a significant political victory at the bal-
lot box. In the local District Council elections held in November 2019, the 
pro-democracy camp won a landslide victory, securing 388 out of 479 seats.

The City of Protests

Despite the spectacle of 2019, mass protests were a familiar sight in Hong 
Kong. Since its handover to the PRC in 1997, the semi-autonomous city had 
earned a reputation as a ‘city of protests’ due to the regularity and scale of 
its protest activities (Dapiran 2017). Operating under the One Country, Two 
Systems (OCTS) principle, Hong Kong citizens enjoyed freedoms and rights 
not available to their counterparts on the mainland. Despite maintaining 
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4 Introduction

a closed political system dominated by business and state interests, the 
semi-autonomous city afforded citizens the freedoms of speech and assem-
bly. Empowered by these rights, opposition activists successfully organized 
a series of protest movements over the past two decades. These movements 
were sparked by a range of issues comprising heritage preservation, infra-
structural development, education, and constitutional reforms. Other pro-
tests were more routine. On every June 4, hundreds of thousands would 
assemble for a candlelight vigil to commemorate the victims of the 1989 
Tiananmen Movement. On every July 1, the anniversary of the sovereignty 
handover, hundreds of thousands would again participate in an annual 
anti-government demonstration, demanding greater government account-
ability and the implementation of universal suffrage.

These protests shared a common feature, albeit one that would wane over 
time: the dominant role of SMOs. Both the annual July 1 rallies and the June 4 
vigils were highly organized events, consistently led by pro-democracy parties 
or civil society organizations. They adhered to highly scripted and ritualis-
tic formats – congregating in the same locations at the same times, marching 
the same routes, singing the same songs, chanting the same slogans, and fol-
lowing a familiar agenda. Participants in these demonstrations often engaged 
in a passive manner, following the familiar script laid out before them. The 
issue-driven movements, meanwhile, were less scripted and more improvised. 
They tended to be longer in duration and unpredictable in their evolution. 
For instance, the 2012 Anti-Moral and National Education Movement brewed 
for several months, eventually culminating in a week-long occupation of the 
government headquarters’ forecourt. The 2014 Umbrella Movement originally 
started as a civil disobedience campaign and class boycott but exploded into 
a city-wide occupation for eleven weeks. However, even in these increasingly 
spontaneous movements, a form of centralized leadership often emerged, com-
posed of SMOs, opposition parties, and prominent activists. This leadership 
played a vital role in coordinating protest actions, handling logistics, negotiat-
ing with the authorities, and directing the protesters.

The 2019 Anti-Extradition Movement stood out from the earlier move-
ments in several ways. The most obvious was its duration and turnout. Unlike 
most previous movements that normally lasted a day or no more than a week, 
the Anti-Extradition Movement lasted for seven months, even significantly 
exceeding the duration of the Umbrella Movement. It challenged the expecta-
tion that urban revolutions are often ‘limited in duration because they occur 
where the state’s coercive power is strongest and its nerve centers are concen-
trated’ (Beissinger 2022: 204). The movement comprised several hundreds of 
protest actions dispersed across the city, different from how previous move-
ments tended to concentrate in a few locations. Its cumulative participation 
rate also dwarfed previous movements. According to a poll, an astonishing 
45% of Hong Kong’s population of seven million residents took part in at 
least one protest event during the movement, and 58% expressed support for 
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Leaderful Mobilization 5

its demands (Cheng et al. 2022). This level of involvement surpassed the city’s 
largest protests after the handover – the 2003 July 1 rally and the Umbrella 
Movement – which reportedly mobilized 8% and 20% of the population, 
respectively (Cheng and Ma 2020). Compared with other notable mass mobi-
lizations globally, the Anti-Extradition Movement also stood out. It surpassed 
the 12% participation rate in Ukraine’s Euromaidan of 2014 (Chupryna 
2021), the 16% in the Tunisian Revolution of 2011, the 8% in the Egyptian 
Revolution of 2011 (Beissinger, Jamal, and Mazur 2015: 3), and the 10% in 
the United States’ Black Lives Matter protests of 2020 (Heaney 2022).

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of the Anti-Extradition Movement was 
its organizational form. In contrast to the routine and issue-driven protests, the 
movement did not have a centralized leadership. While it formally started with 
an organized rally led by a prominent SMO in early June, it swiftly became 
‘leaderless’ as ordinary citizens, who were mostly unaffiliated with conven-
tional organizations, planned and orchestrated protest actions in a decentral-
ized and spontaneous manner, as described at the outset of the chapter. These 
protesters harnessed digital communication technologies and social networks 
to mobilize other fellow citizens and manage the intricacies of organizing. 
Instead of being passive participants following a pre-determined script, pro-
testers became both the scriptwriters and the protagonists mobilizing on their 
own terms. While opposition parties and civil society organizations remained 
involved in organizing and coordinating some of the protest actions, they 
deliberately maintained a low profile and limited their role to resource provi-
sion and logistical support.

Leaderful Mobilization

Many scholars and observers have characterized the 2019 protests as a ‘lead-
erless’ movement (BBC 2019; Lai and Sing 2020; Liang and Lee 2023) to 
underscore its departure from traditional movements with a clearly identifiable 
leadership structure. However, the label can be misleading in two ways. First, 
by merely defining the movement as what it was not, it fails to inform us about 
the movement’s organizational structure and dynamics. Second, the term ‘lead-
erless’ could imply that leadership practices are absent, given that leadership is 
commonly understood as the defining quality of leaders. But this could misrep-
resent what occurred in the Anti-Extradition Movement. Leadership was cer-
tainly present, but it was not exercised by traditional leaders and organizations.

A new concept is needed to capture this unique organizational form. We 
argue that the 2019 Anti-Extradition Movement belongs to a class of move-
ments that can be characterized as ‘leaderful mobilization’. Leaderful mobili-
zation is defined as a form of mobilization where large numbers of protesters 
collectively and simultaneously exercise leadership without the traditional 
hierarchy that concentrates power in the hands of a few. Under leaderful 
mobilization, leadership is distributed across a wide array of actors, including 
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6 Introduction

ordinary citizens, latent networks, and conventional SMOs. In this sense, pro-
testers are actively engaging in organizing and coordinating protest actions 
rather than merely attending them. They take on different leadership roles and 
tasks (Earl 2007), such as planning, communication, information gathering, 
logistics, and advocacy, to sustain mobilization under a decentralized and hor-
izontal structure. As such, leadership can be understood as a set of practices 
that are divided among participants and shared collaboratively, rather than 
as positions held by specific individuals or entities, or the attributes that they 
hold. In other words, the ‘mass’ in mass mobilization has developed a new 
life: they are no longer a collective entity being mobilized; instead, they are 
exercising agency and taking matters in their own hands. They are ‘masses’ of 
their own accord.

As leadership is distributed among participants, protesters who take leads 
can be considered to be informal leaders in these movements. These informal 
leaders do not necessarily have to reveal their identity to others. Moreover, 
they may not possess the same level of public profile or charisma as historical 
movement leaders like Mahatma Gandhi or Martin Luther King, and they 
usually do not wield the same authority over organizational bureaucracies and 
human resources as these traditional figures. Nonetheless, informal leaders 
have the capacity to develop strategic agency and make consequential deci-
sions for the movement. For instance, they can craft and disseminate slogans, 
posters, or infographics via social media to frame issues and draw public atten-
tion. They can contribute ideas or devise innovative tactics that generate new 
political opportunities. Furthermore, they can utilize digital or latent social 
networks to mobilize their peers. To put ideas into action, they can assemble 
teams to strategize and execute specific initiatives. Although their leadership 
may be tied to specific actions and not be sustained over time, these informal 
leaders are capable of influencing and directing the movement through taking 
initiatives and collaborating with one another.

Another distinguishing feature of leaderful mobilizations is the intrinsic 
role of spontaneity. By spontaneity, we refer to events or happenings that 
are largely improvised without predetermined plans. David Snow and Dana 
Moss (2014: 1123) define spontaneity as a cover term for ‘events, happen-
ings, and lines of action, both verbal and nonverbal, which were not planned, 
intended, prearranged, or organized in advance of their occurrence’. Benjamin 
Abrams (2023: 3) further uses the term to characterize some of the recent 
protest movements, such as the Black Lives Matter Movement and the Arab 
Spring uprisings, as ‘spontaneous mass mobilizations’, which occurs when 
‘large numbers of people partake in contentious politics without reliance on 
social movement organizations and their networks’. This is similar to how we 
conceptualize leaderful mobilizations. But there are three reasons why we pre-
fer not to use ‘spontaneous’ to define such mobilizations. First, spontaneity is 
inherent to protests. Even protests that are meticulously planned can exhibit a 
significant degree of spontaneity once they unfold. Protesters may deviate from  
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Leaderful Mobilization 7

predetermined plans or routes, or the situation may unexpectedly escalate 
due to police actions. Second, even though mass mobilizations are inherently 
unpredictable, structural conditions matter in conditioning their onset and 
outcomes. Grievances, previous acts of mobilization or political opportunities 
often create a structured set of choice for actors, contributing to what Mark 
Beissinger (2011) calls ‘structure of contingency’. Third, elements of plan-
ning are often present within what appears to be spontaneous mobilization. 
For example, they still schedule and coordinate actions so that protesters can 
assemble at the same location and time, even though they might not have a 
detailed plan beyond that point. However, while we do not define such mobi-
lizations primarily as ‘spontaneous’, it is still accurate to say that spontaneity 
is intricately woven into the fabric of leaderful mobilizations. Despite some 
form of planning, the absence of centralized leadership implies that protesters 
continually adapt and improvise their tactics according to the situation.

The term ‘leaderful’ was originally developed in organizational studies to 
address the evolving needs of the workplace and the inadequacies of the tra-
ditional leadership model, which typically revolves around a single leader. 
Joseph Raelin (2003, 2011) famously proposes the idea of creating ‘leader-
ful organizations’, in which he views leadership as a collective practice that 
can be distributed among members of an organization. The idea of leadership 
as a relational and distributive practice, rather than as a stable set of attri-
butes inherent in individuals, has also been adopted by organizational schol-
ars and applied to social movement settings (Sutherland, Land, and Böhm 
2014; Western 2014). Sasha Costanza-Chock (2012: 9) described the Occupy 
Movement of the early 2010s as ‘leaderful’ to illustrate how any participant 
could learn to interact with the press without designating specific individuals 
as official spokespeople. While Costanza-Chock initially used the term in the 
context of the movement’s media strategies, it is a fitting characterization of 
the Occupy Movement as a whole. Occupy protests around the world often 
adopted decentralized and horizontal structures with no identifiable leaders, 
with participants engaging in direct democracy and collective decision-making 
through participatory assemblies (Juris 2012; Smith and Glidden 2012). A 
similar characterization could be applied to the Arab Spring uprisings, which 
became a major inspiration for the Occupy Movement. These revolts saw 
civil society activists and ordinary citizens spontaneously mobilizing against 
authoritarian rulers without central leadership, relying heavily on social media 
for planning and coordination (Tufekci 2017). To an extent, one could also 
regard the New Social Movements – especially the feminist and environmental 
movements of the 1970s – and the anti-globalization movement of the 1990s 
and 2000s, as having leaderful elements, given how they rejected formal lead-
ers and adopted horizontal organizational structures (Freeman 1972).

In other words, leaderful mobilization is not a completely new political phe-
nomenon. However, there is something distinct and intriguing about Hong 
Kong’s leaderful mobilization in 2019. First, even with an established political 
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8 Introduction

opposition, the Anti-Extradition Movement embraced a leaderful structure, 
eschewing the leadership of political parties and civil society organizations. 
This contrasts with other contexts where leaderful mobilizations emerged: in 
authoritarian regimes such as Egypt and Syria, the political opposition was 
either weak or non-existent before the uprisings. It was no surprise that protests 
had to take leaderful forms in such contests. But why did Hong Kong’s oppo-
sition organizations, which were highly institutionalized with strong mass sup-
port base, not take a leading role in the Anti-Extradition Movement? Second, 
unlike leaderful movements elsewhere that often involved occupying public 
spaces or setting up protest encampments, the Anti-Extradition Movement 
adopted a more fluid and adaptable approach. Embracing Bruce Lee’s ‘be 
water’ dictum, protest actions were spatially dispersed, eschewing fixed protest 
routes and avoiding the occupation of public spaces. Yet, even in the absence 
of a designated focal point – such as Tahrir Square during the Egyptian rev-
olution, Zuccotti Park during Occupy Wall Street or Plaza Mayor during the 
Spanish Indignados Movement – the Anti-Extradition Movement maintained 
its resilience and carried on for more than six months. Furthermore, in con-
trast to other recent leaderful mobilizations that typically faced ‘tactical freeze’ 
(Tufekci 2017), where protesters found it difficult to develop new strategies 
after the initial stages, the Anti-Extradition Movement saw continuous inno-
vation of strategies and tactics. Moreover, protesters also managed to keep 
themselves organized and maintain a high level of cohesion despite the lack of 
traditional organizational structures.

Our Puzzle

Hong Kong’s evolution from organization-led and scripted protests to the 
2019 Anti-Extradition Movement presents an intriguing puzzle. What contrib-
uted to the rise of leaderful mobilization in a semi-authoritarian context? What 
explains the waning influence of traditional organizations in its trajectory of 
mass mobilizations? What catalysed the transformation of ordinary citizens 
from passive adherents of established groups to engaged protesters motivated 
by convictions? How did this leaderful mobilization manage to attain such 
an extensive scale, sustain itself for months, and maintain a relative degree of 
organization and unity without centralized leadership or the occupation of a 
fixed space?

This book aims to explain the ascent of leaderful mobilization from a his-
torically established paradigm of organization-led protests in post-handover 
Hong Kong. We present a theory of mediated threat to elucidate how perceived 
threats to civic freedoms and institutional autonomy gave rise to changing 
forms of mass mobilizations. Our central argument posits that threats do not 
instantly trigger protests; rather, they must be perceived and socially processed 
among citizens to spark mobilization. Different groups of citizens may perceive 
the same threat in different ways, resulting in a spectrum of mobilizational 
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Existing Explanations 9

responses and the formation of new organizations, groups, and networks. This 
process gradually alters the relational dynamics of the opposition through 
which new threats are assessed, precipitating new mobilizing structures from 
which future mobilizations will arise, and ultimately altering their organiza-
tional forms.

Existing Explanations

Existing social movement theories offer useful insights for some of these ques-
tions, yet they seem inadequate for addressing our broader puzzle. In what 
follows, we will explore three strands of literature, each centred on a concept 
that has significantly influenced the study of contentious politics and provides 
some degree of analytical leverage for our case.

Political Opportunity Structure

Political opportunity structure (POS) is one of the most influential and widely 
used frameworks in the field of contentious politics. In response to earlier the-
ories that focus on the role of internal factors – such as resources, leadership, 
and strategy – in mobilization (Jenkins and Perrow 1977; McCarthy and Zald 
1973, 1977), the POS framework highlights the political environment that pro-
vide opportunities for, or constraints on, social movements to arise, mobilize 
and achieve their objectives. The premise of the framework is that activists do 
not choose goals and tactics in a vacuum but do so within the contours of the 
political contexts (Meyer 2004). Key dimensions of POS include the openness 
of the political system, the stability of political alignments, the presence of elite 
allies, and the state’s propensity for repression (Eisinger 1973; Kitschelt 1986; 
McAdam 1982, 1996; Tarrow 1989; Tilly 1978). When more political oppor-
tunities are available, social movements are expected to have greater likelihood 
of emergence or success.

The POS has served as a canonical framework for explaining why move-
ments emerge and decline. Doug McAdam’s seminal study of the civil rights 
movement in the United States (1982) has demonstrated its analytical power 
by showing how favourable changes in policy and the political environment – 
such as the collapse of the cotton economy, African American migration to 
the North, and Supreme Court rulings – allowed the movement to flourish, 
whereas diminishing policy responsiveness in 1970s led to its decline. The 
framework was also applied to other cases, such as the US women’s movement 
(Costain 1992), the anti-nuclear movements (Kitschelt 1986), movements in 
Italy (Tarrow 1989), and the new social movements in Europe (Kriesi et al. 
1992), to explain the rise and fall of movement activities both longitudinally 
and comparatively. The POS framework was subsequently challenged for its 
‘structural bias’ (Gamson and Meyer 1996), with the primary charge being 
that the definition of political opportunities is too expansive, as it attempts to 
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10 Introduction

account for all potential factors that may contribute to movements (Goodwin 
and Jasper 1999). These challenges have led scholars working with the POS 
framework to moderate their structuralist orientation and focus more on the 
role of agency in engaging with structures (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 1997; 
McAdam 2000). Meanwhile, they have also guided others to examine the cul-
tural processes that shape movements, such as framing (Snow and Benford 
2000), collective identities (Diani 1992; Gamson 1991; Melucci 1995), dis-
courses (Polletta 2006), and emotions (Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta 2001).

However, while the POS framework is widely used to explain movements in 
democratic contexts, it has limited analytical power for mobilizations occurring 
in authoritarian regimes, given that the conditions that facilitate movements 
are often missing in such contexts (Almeida 2003). In authoritarian settings, 
political opportunities may exist but they are often not easily accessible and 
may not be apparent to regime outsiders and ordinary citizens. Authoritarian 
incumbents also utilize various tools to eliminate political opportunities for 
protest (Fu 2018; Sika 2023). Furthermore, formal organizations that would 
typically serve as mobilizing structures are frequently banned or heavily 
restricted due to political repression in such contexts (Pfaff 1996; Spires 2011). 
This was roughly the case in Hong Kong. Although the city was not a full-
fledged authoritarian regime, it did not witness increasing political openness 
in a structural sense like what facilitated the US civil rights movement. There 
were surely political opportunities emerging from time to time that enabled the 
occurrence of protests, such as elite division or legislative battles that bought 
time for activists to mobilize the public. However, these political opportunities 
were often contingent (Saunders 2009), fleeting or created by activists them-
selves (Gamson and Meyer 1996).

To explain mobilization in authoritarian contexts, some scholars have 
turned to the role of threats (Almeida 2003; Goldstone and Tilly 2001), which 
appear to be more prevalent and visible than opportunities. In fact, the impor-
tance of threats has already been highlighted (Tilly 1978). However, not only 
have scholars disproportionately focused on opportunity (Pinard 2011; Van 
Dyke 2013), they have also incorporated threat within the notion of opportu-
nities (Almeida 2003), treating it as ‘a negative measure of the same concept’ 
(Goldstone and Tilly 2001: 181). Scholars interested in threats argue that the 
concept should be defined on its own terms. Jack Goldstone and Charles Tilly 
define threats as ‘the costs that a social group will experience if it acts – or 
doesn’t act’ (2001: 183). As such, threats can provoke defensive mobilizations 
because they either undermine what individuals take for granted or cause fur-
ther harm if they fail to resist. Paul Almeida masterfully illustrates the role of 
threats in triggering mobilization in El Salvador during its military dictatorship 
(2003, 2008). He argues that threats that emerged in the 1970s drove a sec-
ond protest wave against the state when opportunities were not available; but 
this would not have happened without the opportunities in an early period, 
which enabled the formation of ‘opportunity organizations’. Thus, as threats 
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Existing Explanations 11

increased in the 1970s, these opportunity ‘holdovers’ provided the building 
blocks for mass mobilization.

A substantial amount of research has demonstrated how the presence of 
threats can ignite protests, especially in the absence of political opportunities 
(Andrews and Seguin 2015; Cunningham and Phillips 2007; Dodson 2016; 
Einwohner and Maher 2011; Inclán 2009; Johnson and Frickel 2011; Martin 
and Dixon 2010; Shriver, Adams, and Longo 2015; Simmons 2014; Snow 
et al. 1998; Van Dyke and Soule 2002). However, while these studies have 
highlighted the role of threats in sparking mobilization, they do not explain 
how threats influence the forms that mobilization takes. Why do some threats 
lead to organization-led protests, while others result in leaderful mobilizations? 
Furthermore, these studies often treat threats as objective and external condi-
tions that trigger mobilization instantaneously, without thoroughly examin-
ing the processes by which threats are perceived, internalized, and socialized 
among citizens.

Social Networks

A second explanation for the rise of leaderful mobilization centres around the 
role of social networks. Social networks are essentially a web of individuals, 
groups, or organizations linked by various social relationships, such as friend-
ship, kinship, coworking, exchanges, or trust. Scholarly attention on social 
networks in contentious politics primarily stems from resource mobilization 
theory, which highlights the significance of resources for movements and 
the capacity of organizations to amass and utilize these resources effectively. 
Similar to organizations, networks are pivotal in resource mobilization, acting 
as the conduits through which resources are acquired, allocated, and man-
aged (Diani 2003, 2015). Networks are instrumental in recruiting participants 
(Clarke 2014; Snow, Zurcher, and Ekland-Olson 1980; Zhao 2001), fostering 
movement identities (Gould 1995; Pfaff 1996), coordinating protest actions 
(Wackenhut 2020), and inducing commitments to high-risk activism (della 
Porta 1988; McAdam 1986). Although these functions remain relevant in sce-
narios where organizations take the lead, the significance of social networks 
becomes particularly pronounced in contexts where organizations are absent 
or restricted from mobilization, which often happens in authoritarian contexts 
(Fu 2017; Glenn 1999; Pearlman 2021; Pfaff 1996; Zhao 2001).

Many scholars have demonstrated the pivotal role of social networks in 
protest movements that shared characteristics of leaderful mobilization. Karl-
Dieter Opp and Christiane Gern (1993) find that personal networks of friends 
were instrumental mobilizing East German citizens to join the 1989 protests 
in the absence of opposition organizations. Focusing on the same case, Steven 
Pfaff (1996) highlights the significance of collective identities that emerged 
within small-scale social networks. Similarly, Asef Bayat (1997a, 2013) focuses 
on the ‘passive networks’ within Middle Eastern societies. These networks 
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12 Introduction

consisted of individuals such as squatters, the unemployed, street vendors, or 
immigrants from the same place of origin, who would come together on an ad 
hoc basis to discuss their issues or simply chat and socialize (1997a: 16). Such 
interactions fostered their collective identities and imagined solidarities. When 
these dispersed individuals encountered a shared threat, their passive networks 
had the potential to spontaneously evolve into active ones, propelled by ‘inter-
est recognition and latent communication’ (1997a: 17).

The role of social networks remains significant in more recent leaderful 
mobilizations, as seen in the Arab Spring uprisings. In Egypt, Killian Clarke 
(2014) demonstrates how brokers played a critical role in activating ties and 
facilitating coordination among different social sectors, which led to the rapid 
and contingent reconfiguration of social networks. Katia Pilati and her coau-
thors (2019) observe how informal networks and established organizations 
collaborated to sustain mobilization efforts in both Egypt and Tunisia, high-
lighting the existence of intermediate mobilizing structures within authoritar-
ian regimes. In a comparative study, Zachary C. Steinert-Threlkeld (2017) 
discovers that peripheral members of social networks were instrumental in 
catalysing spontaneous mass mobilizations throughout the Arab Spring. By 
providing credible signals about protest participation and information about 
the unfolding events, these peripheral networks were able to organize and 
coordinate protest actions in a decentralized fashion. In the case of Syria, 
where the authoritarian state banned political parties and independent asso-
ciations, Wendy Pearlman (2021) underscores the essential role of social net-
works in driving mass mobilizations against the Assad regime. She described 
the 2011 uprising as a ‘mobilization from scratch’, emphasizing the absence 
of pre-established organizations and arguing that the first movers heavily 
depended on social ties and micro-solidarities, such as friends and neighbours, 
to recruit fellow protesters and coordinate actions. Nevertheless, due to the 
inherent risks, activists avoided replicating existing social networks; they 
instead formed what Pearlman terms ‘unsocial social networks’ (2021: 1805), 
wherein members remained anonymous to each other. These networks became 
the backbone of the uprising allowing participants to manage various func-
tional tasks while maintaining their covert nature.

Social networks provide a compelling explanation for the emergence and 
persistence of mass protests in the absence of centralized leadership, thereby 
helping us to further understand how leaderful mobilizations occur. Indeed, 
social networks were crucial in the 2019 Anti-Extradition Movement, as well 
as in earlier mobilizations such as the Umbrella Movement (Cheng and Chan 
2017). However, while social networks elucidate some of the mechanisms of 
mobilization, they do not fully account for why individuals choose to mobi-
lize independently when established movement organizations are available to 
direct protest campaigns. This conundrum was particularly evident in Hong 
Kong, which had a political opposition with mobilizing structures and insti-
tutionalized bargaining power. The question remains: Why would protesters 
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opt for networks over structured organizations? What drives them to forsake 
organization-led, predetermined protests in favour of mobilizing on their own 
terms, even if it means incurring greater personal risks?

Digital Communication Technologies

A third explanation focuses on the role of digital communication technologies, 
such as the Internet, smartphones, and various social media platforms (Earl 
and Kimport 2011), in enabling ordinary people to ‘organize without organi-
zations’ (Shirky 2008). By allowing individuals to communicate and interact 
directly, these technologies are expected to function as ‘organizational substi-
tutes’ (Buechler 2011: 221), dramatically reducing the costs associated with 
collective actions. Research has shown how digital technologies enable pro-
testers to frame issues (Bonilla and Rosa 2015; Lim 2013), recruit participants 
(Clarke and Kocak 2020; Tufekci and Wilson 2012), and cultivate collective 
identities (Gerbaudo and Treré 2015; Khazraee and Novak 2018).

The power of digital communication technologies was demonstrated during 
the Arab Spring uprisings (Howard and Hussain 2013) and the global Occupy 
movement in the early 2010s (Juris 2012). Manuel Castells characterizes these 
mobilizations as ‘networked social movements’ to highlight the horizontal net-
working of participants in both online and physical spaces (Castells 2012). He 
sees networked movements as ‘new forms of democratic movements’ that can 
raise the possibility of re-learning how to live together ‘[i]n real democracy’ 
(316). W. Lance Bennett and Alexandra Segerberg (2013) further theorize 
the decentralized nature of networked movements and characterized them as 
connective actions’. Unlike collective actions that rely on formal hierarchical 
organizations, connective actions emerge among individuals who share person-
alized action frames via social media networks, operating without the need for 
collective identity framing or organizational resources to respond effectively 
to opportunities. As a result, these self-organizing communication networks 
have supplanted formal organizations as the primary drivers of mobilization, 
serving as organizational hubs that allocate resources and respond to external 
events (Bennett and Segerberg 2013: 13). While organizations still play roles 
(Earl 2015; Pilati et al. 2019), they are often integrated within the networked 
structure, assuming less hierarchical forms and more coordinative and sup-
portive roles (Bennett and Segerberg 2013; Bimber, Flanagin and Stohl 2012).

While the role of digital technologies may help explain the rise of leader-
ful mobilizations, it is less clear how such technologies help sustain protest 
momentum over time. Extant research focuses on how digital technologies 
enable activists to coordinate protest actions (Bennett, Segerberg, and Walker 
2014; Gerbaudo 2017; Milan 2015). However, there is an assumption in the 
literature that digital technologies alone can handle all organizational tasks 
(Foust and Hoyt 2018). It remains unclear how protesters collaborate horizon-
tally, handle logistics, and overcome tactical freeze. Indeed, scholars remain 
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14 Introduction

sceptical about the long-term viability of networked mobilizations. Jeffrey Juris 
(2012) observes that while digital technologies enable rapid aggregation of 
protesters, they do not necessarily ensure sustainability, as people can disperse 
as easily as they come together. As Juris states, ‘it is only with the long-term 
occupation of public space that such ‘mobs’ are transformed from ‘crowds’ of 
individuals into an organized ‘movement’ with a collective subjectivity’ (287).

Zeynep Tufekci further argues that networked movements are often guided 
by ‘adhocracy’, which means that tasks are accomplished in an ad hoc man-
ner by those who are willing to contribute during the initial stages of move-
ments (2017: 53). Although such movements can rapidly scale up and handle 
logistical tasks without substantial organizational capacity, they eventually 
encounter ‘tactical freeze’, where actors struggle to adapt strategies or nego-
tiate demands due to a lack of cultural and infrastructural foundations for 
collective decision-making. Examining the Spanish 15-M Movement, Cristina 
Flesher Fominaya (2020) contends that online networks are insufficient for 
explaining the movement’s emergence and organization. As she put it, ‘15-M 
does not reflect a connective logic whereby individual personal action frames 
are exchanged online, but rather a collective action logic whereby the connec-
tive capabilities and affordances of digital connectivity are strategically and 
effectively integrated into existing movement culture that rest primarily on 
face-to-face interactions’ (71).

In short, while digital communication technologies provide protesters with 
the information to assemble at the right time and place, existing research has 
yet to explain how protesters handle the intricate planning and coordination 
tasks that require detailed discussions, specialized knowledge, and division of 
labour. Moreover, it remains unclear how digital technologies guide protesters 
in deciding which actions to undertake, where to protest, and who should be 
responsible for various tasks. The crux of the matter lies in identifying the 
mechanisms by which protesters organized and coordinated a continuous 
stream of protest actions.

A Theory of Mediated Threat

To address these limitations, we present a theory of mediated threat that aims 
to explain the evolution of contentious politics and emphasizes how perceived 
threats mobilize political challengers while simultaneously influencing their 
relational dynamics. Our theory builds on the foundation of existing expla-
nations, incorporating political opportunities, threats, social networks, and 
digital communication technologies as components. This approach is inspired 
by the seminal Dynamics of Contention (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001), 
which critiques the political process model for analysing political contexts and 
actors as given. The dynamics of contention framework proposes to identify 
the recurring causal mechanisms that constitute, in different combinations 
and sequences, processes of mobilization and demobilization, through which 
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A Theory of Mediated Threat 15

different episodes of contention emerge. Additionally, it also aims to devote 
more attention to agency and incorporate mechanisms, such as threat attri-
bution and identity shift, into structural approaches. The theory of mediated 
threat follows the guidance of this framework. On the one hand, it seeks to 
delineate the process through which mass mobilizations in Hong Kong emerged 
episodically but became gradually less reliant on organizations. On the other 
hand, it also seeks to identify the mechanisms that constitute the process – such 
as the mechanisms that changed the mobilizing structure and those that sus-
tained leaderful mobilization.

At the centre of our theory is the concept of threat. In the contentious 
politics literature, threat is primarily conceptualized in two ways. The first 
approach, outlined by Goldstone and Tilly (2001: 183), defines threat as the 
cost of action or inaction – the ‘costs that social groups will incur from protest 
or that it expects to suffer if it does not take action’. Based on rational choice 
theory, this definition portrays threats as negative rewards or what resource 
mobilization scholars refer to as negative selective incentives (Oliver 1980). 
Goldstone and Tilly further categorize threat into two types: ‘current threat’, 
which pertains to the costs incurred by not taking action to prevent the harms 
imposed by a regime; and ‘repressive threat’, which relates to the costs of fac-
ing repression when action is taken. Consequently, current threat can motivate 
individuals to engage in pre-emptive actions to avoid more severe outcomes, 
whereas repressive threat can deter mobilization that could otherwise be 
harmful. Individuals must then weigh these costs to determine the necessity of 
action. When the cost of inaction (current threats) outweighs the cost of action 
(repressive threats), collective action becomes more likely.

In contrast to the individual-level focus on incentives to join protests, Paul 
Almeida (2019) offers a structural approach. He suggests that despite a wealth 
of literature addressing structural political opportunities, such as elite conflict 
or institutional access, the concept of structural threats remains underdevel-
oped. Almeida defines structural threat as ‘negative conditions intensifying 
existing grievances and creating new ones in stimulating collective action’ 
(2019: 45). This definition differentiates threat from the well-established con-
cept of grievances. In his view, grievances are pre-existing internal conditions 
experienced by aggrieved individuals, while threats denote external encroach-
ments that aggravate these conditions or generate new ones. Almeida (2019) 
further identifies four forms of structural threats – (1) economic-related prob-
lems, (2) public health/environmental decline, (3) erosion of rights, and (4) 
state repression. He also demonstrates how they give rise to various types of 
mobilizations.

While these efforts have revived the concept of threat in contentious politi-
cal research, the conceptualization of threat remains over-simplified. Viewing 
threats solely as costs implies an individualistic approach that considers protests 
as outcomes of individuals weighing costs and benefits. This individual-centric 
framework has been heavily critiqued by POS theorists. Moreover, it is unclear 
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16 Introduction

how individuals assign specific values to particular threats. This difficulty is 
especially evident in the evaluation of ‘current threats’ – gauging the cost of 
inaction is challenging since inaction tends to have a social rather than per-
sonal impact. Take, for instance, the case of Hong Kong’s extradition bill. 
Most ordinary citizens are unlikely to be directly affected by the possibility 
of extradition. They only perceive the bill as personally costly when they can 
relate its social consequences to their individual lives. This process of connect-
ing the collective impact to the personal level is not automatic. It requires indi-
viduals to see themselves as part of the collective even if they are not personally 
under threat.

Viewing threats as structural is also problematic. The structural view assumes 
that threats are objectively negative conditions that automatically prompt indi-
viduals to mobilize in protest. This view, however, ignores how structural threats 
also need to be perceived and understood as such by social actors (Leenders 
and Heydemann 2012). This distinction mirrors the difference between struc-
tural and perceived opportunities. Focusing on the 1979 Iranian Revolution, 
Charles Kurzman (1996) argues that structure and perception do not always 
align. People might fail to perceive opportunities, and they might sometimes per-
ceive opportunities wrongly even when they do not exist. For Kurzman, Iranians 
protested not solely because they observed the weakening of the state (structural 
opportunities) but because they perceived the opposition as stronger (perceived 
opportunities). Similarly, in discussing the structural bias of political opportu-
nity, William Gamson and David Meyer (1996: 276) assert that opportunities 
are ‘subject to framing processes and often serve as a source of internal dis-
agreements within movements regarding appropriate action strategies’. This is 
particularly evident when political opportunities are volatile or involve ‘relative 
opportunities’ between institutional and extra-institutional actions.

Like opportunities, threats must be framed or socially constructed as harm-
ful to spur mobilization. This process typically necessitates the mediation of the 
social structures within which actors are embedded, which provide them with 
the interpretive frameworks and cultural resources to comprehend threats and 
offer responses (Shesterinina 2016). To illustrate, take the example of climate 
change. The increasing average temperatures of our planet, sea level rise, and 
the increasing frequency of extreme weather events are typically seen as struc-
tural threats. However, these climate phenomena themselves may not compel 
individuals or societies to act. They must be socially constructed as threats, and 
this process requires the mediation of existing social structures. For example, 
academic institutions may contribute by conducting research that scientifically 
validates climate change as a threat. The media then disseminates this infor-
mation to the public, framing climate change in a way that highlights its cata-
strophic impact on human societies and ecosystems, thereby inducing a sense 
of urgency and danger. On the other hand, there are also groups that perceive 
climate change not as a threat, but as a conspiracy. These groups, leveraging 
their own media outlets and influential figures, construct an alternative reality 
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Reconceptualizing Threats 17

where climate change is seen as a false threat propagated by vested interests. 
This shows that social structures and their interpretive frameworks do not 
always lead to a consensus on what constitutes a threat but instead create 
divergent or opposing perceptions.

In the context of Hong Kong, the perception of the extradition bill as a 
threat to Hong Kong’s civic freedoms and autonomy did not emerge immedi-
ately. Rather, it required continuous learning and social interactions, as well as 
experiences with previous threats, for such a perception to coalesce among cit-
izens. Moreover, it required persistent effort from opposition actors to frame 
the bill – initially seen as a legal matter – into a political issue with profound 
repercussions. In short, threats are not merely assessed individually or imposed 
structurally. They demand perception and mediation by social actors within 
their cultural context and relational configurations before they are viewed as 
harmful to well-being. This mediation process is crucial because it not only 
determines the possibility of protest mobilization but also shapes the organiza-
tional forms that the mobilization assumes.

Reconceptualizing Threats

Before outlining the threat mediation process, we first propose our own con-
ceptualization of threats to bridge individualistic and structuralist views. We 
define threats as both the actual and potential harm directed at either institu-
tions or individuals. This definition goes beyond our everyday understanding 
of threats – the potentiality to cause harm – to encompass the actual harm 
being inflicted. By considering both institutions and individuals as potential 
victims, we aim to reconcile individualistic and structuralist perspectives.

We distinguish threats along two dimensions. The first concerns the scope 
of the harm. Threats can be either generalized or particularistic, a distinction 
similar to the one between generalized and particularistic trust (Luo 2005). 
Generalized threats pose harm to institutions, which encompass formal and 
informal rules and norms that organize social, political, and economic rela-
tions (North 1990). Examples of institutions include government accountabil-
ity, protection of social rights and civic freedoms, elections, rule of law, and 
due process. The term ‘generalized’ refers to the non-targeted nature of these 
threats. They inflict harm not on specific individuals, but on the wider institu-
tional structures, which affect individuals indirectly and non-specifically. On 
the contrary, particularistic threats are those that inflict harm on selected indi-
viduals, based on their actions or attributes. This targeted nature makes them 
particularistic. These threats often manifest as targeted repressive actions such 
as harassment, surveillance, spying, bans from public office, arrests, torture, 
and mass killings (Davenport 2007).

The second dimension is the temporality of harm. Threats can manifest in 
different temporalities. Some could be long-term, inflicting slow and gradual 
harm to institutions or individuals. For example, state actors could gradually 
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18 Introduction

expand executive powers and erode legislative or constitutional oversights; and 
they could harass opposition activists and prevent them from obtaining any 
positions of political power. These acts do not happen overnight but are slow, 
protracted, and gradual. We refer to them as ‘recurrent threats’. Conversely, 
threats can also be imposed suddenly. State actors could introduce policies, 
legislations, or court rulings viewed as threatening to established institutions, 
or use coercive forces against individuals, such as violently repressing protest-
ers or imprisoning activists. These threats occur in a much shorter time frame, 
often driven by events with a sense of urgency. Hence, we characterize them 
as ‘contingent threats’. Table 1.1 presents a typology of threats based on these 
two dimensions.

Our conceptualization seeks to amend the distinction proposed by Goldstone 
and Tilly (2001). As discussed, Goldstone and Tilly differentiate between cur-
rent threats and repressive threats: current threats pertain to the ‘harms that 
are currently experienced or anticipated’ (184), while repressive threats refer 
to the harm posed by repression. Although logical within their definition of 
threat, it fails to encompass the full spectrum of threats. Both current and 
repressive threats can exist in the background or emerge afresh, and both can 
be directed at institutions and individuals. By distinguishing between tempo-
rality and scope, our conceptualization aims to provide a more nuanced cate-
gorization of the threats that society and people could encounter. Furthermore, 
by moving away from a simplistic cost-based conceptualization, we diverge 
from Goldstone and Tilly’s assertion that repressive threats deter people from 

Table 1.1 A typology of threats

Scope

Generalized Particularized

Temporality Recurrent  • Executive 
aggrandizement

 • Erosion of legislative 
and constitutional 
oversight

 • Manipulation of 
electoral rules, such as 
gerrymandering

 • Prosecution, harassment, 
and surveillance of 
opposition activists

 • Oppression or restriction 
of independent and 
marginalized groups

 • Unregulated police 
powers

Contingent  • Barring opposition 
candidacy

 • Electoral fraud
 • Introduction of policies 
or legislations that 
can bring fundamental 
changes

 • Crackdown on mass 
protests

 • Detainment or arrests of 
high-profile politicians or 
activists

 • Use of emergency powers
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Relational Dynamics of the Opposition 19

mobilizing in protests. Indeed, extensive research has shown that repression 
can also increase mobilization (Francisco 1996; Khawaja 1993; Moore 2000; 
Olivier 1990; Rasler 1996; Schock 1999).

It is important to differentiate between types of threats with greater nuance 
because not every type of threat has the potential to catalyse protest mobili-
zations. We expect that contingent threats, whether generalized or particular-
ized, are more likely to spur mass mobilizations because they create shocks 
and surprises. Meanwhile, recurrent threats seldom spark mobilization directly 
because citizens are more used to them; however, they are still prone to the 
accumulation of grievances, which raises the likelihood that contingent threats 
in the future will spark mobilization. Furthermore, it is important to note that 
the boundaries between these four types of threats are not rigid. Contingent 
threats can evolve into recurrent threats over time, losing their initial sense of 
urgency. Moreover, contingent threats can bring attention to the existence of 
underlying recurrent threats. For instance, a crackdown on mass protests can 
expose the unchecked nature of police powers. While particularistic threats 
primarily target individuals, they can also indirectly damage norms and pro-
cedures. For example, unchecked police powers on individual cases can create 
precedents to undermine due process and the rule of law. Conversely, general-
ized threats can also harm individuals indirectly. For instance, barring oppo-
sition candidacy not only restricts the freedom to run for election but also 
involves the exclusion of specific candidates.

Relational Dynamics of the Opposition

After differentiating between various types of threats, our next step is to outline 
the threat mediation process through which threats result in mass mobiliza-
tion. The previous section posits that contingent threats have greater mobi-
lizing potential than recurrent threats. But how do contingent threats trigger 
mass mobilizations and shape different organizational forms? Figure 1.1 illus-
trates this process. A key component here is the relational dynamics of the 
political opposition, which conditions how threats are perceived, framed, and 
constructed. This component determines two outcomes: first, whether a threat 
can spark mobilization; and second, what kind of mobilizing structure from 
which protests will occur. By mobilizing structure, we refer to the ‘collective 
vehicles, informal as well as formal, through which people mobilize and engage 
in collective action’ (McAdam et al. 1996: 3). But before turning to that, let 
us focus on two key factors that shape the opposition’s relational dynamics:  

Figure 1.1 Mediation process of threat-induced mobilization.

Contingent
Threats

Relational Dynamics
of the Opposition

Perception Mobilizing Structure
Mass

Mobilization
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(1)  the relative strength of the institutionalized opposition to the state, and 
(2) the level of fractionalization within the opposition.

Relative Strength of the Institutionalized Opposition

Institutionalized opposition is defined here as formalized and organized dis-
sent against existing political, social, or economic institutions within a soci-
ety (Helms 2004). It typically involves the establishment of various formal 
organizational entities, such as political parties, interest groups, and activist 
organizations, which challenge the policies, practices, or ideologies of the dom-
inant institutions and strive to compete for political power. Therefore, when 
assessing the strength of the institutionalized opposition, we are essentially 
evaluating its power relative to the state or ruling government, primarily in 
terms of its ability to secure political power.

A strong institutionalized opposition typically combines opposition parties 
with significant representation in political institutions and substantial popular 
support, along with civil society organizations that possess plentiful resources 
and extensive networks. Such organizational strength enables the opposition 
to position themselves as an alternative to the ruling government effectively 
and offer robust mobilizing structures, derived from their existing organi-
zations and networks, to organize protests in response to opportunities and 
threats. An example is the Democratic Progressive Party in Taiwan, which suc-
cessfully put an end to the Kuomintang’s one-party rule in the early 1990s due 
to its increasing institutional representation and influential civil society net-
works (Rigger 1999). A similar case is El Salvador under military rule, where 
the opposition took advantage of the regime’s liberalization in the 1960s to 
establish a robust organizational infrastructure characterized by substantial 
membership bases and extensive interorganizational linkages, despite lacking 
institutional representation at that time (Almeida 2003).

However, authoritarian regimes often obstruct or suppress opposition 
organizations (Ash 2015; Hostrup, Haugbølle, and Cavatorta 2011; Jiménez-
Martínez 2021; Nugent 2020; Sika 2019; Trejo 2012) or attempt to co-opt 
them into political institutions, such as the legislature (Gandhi 2008; Lust-
Okar 2005). These actions often serve to weaken or eliminate the opposition, 
rendering it less institutionalized. Even when autonomous organizations do 
exist, they are often subjected to stringent regulations and forced to focus 
on non-political activities (Fu 2018; Teets 2013). Additionally, citizens often 
deeply distrust organizations that are sanctioned by the regime, likely perceiv-
ing them as either co-opted by the state or lacking the capability to challenge 
state power (Abdelrahman 2013). As a result, when contingent threats loom 
large, mass protests are unlikely to be spearheaded by an institutionalized 
opposition.

Still, mass mobilizations do occur in oppressive contexts. But when they do, 
the mobilizing structures are usually constituted spontaneously by informal 
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networks and loosely structured social groups, rather than an institutionalized 
opposition. The critical question is what enables individuals, whether they are 
isolated or connected through dense informal networks, to quickly respond to 
threats and recognize threats as threatening (Bayat 1997b). One explanation 
is that they have shared experiences with previous threats – either they have 
mobilized together against contingent threats before, or they have been expe-
riencing recurrent threats. These experiences instilled grievances and created 
mutual understanding among them, enabling them to develop a rapid, reflexive 
response to new contingent threats. Because of that, pre-existing networks can 
quickly be galvanized into mobilizing structures, while individuals outside of 
such networks can also rapidly establish trust and create spontaneous entities 
to facilitate mobilization.

In summary, the strength of the institutionalized opposition significantly 
influences the organizational form of mobilization. When emerging threats 
are mediated by a strong institutionalized opposition, mass mobilizations 
tend to be brokered by mobilizing structures derived from opposition orga-
nizations. Conversely, when threats are mediated by a weak or non-existent 
institutionalized opposition, mass mobilizations are more likely to be guided 
by mobilizing structures formed by pre-existing networks or spontaneously 
created organizational entities. To illustrate the mediating role of opposition 
strength, consider, briefly, the differences between the Tunisian and Egyptian 
uprisings during the Arab Spring. In Tunisia, the relatively institutionalized 
and autonomous status of trade unions and other civil society organizations 
allowed them to broker the movement, lead the uprisings, and facilitate the 
power transition (Gerbaudo 2012). In contrast, in Egypt, widespread percep-
tions of civil society groups and opposition parties being co-opted by the state 
made protesters distrustful of formal organizations, leading them to mobilize 
independently through informal political groups and networks (Abdelrahman 
2013; Gerbaudo 2012; Pilati et al. 2019).

Fractionalization within the Opposition

Fractionalization within the opposition refers to the degree of division or frag-
mentation of opposition groups or parties within a political system, regardless 
of whether they are institutionalized. Fractionalization can stem from a variety 
of factors, including ideological differences, strategic disagreements, divergent 
policy preferences, and personal rivalries. A fractionalized opposition often 
results in infighting and obstructs cooperation, thus reducing its capacity to 
effectively challenge the government or ruling party and bring about political 
change. In authoritarian regimes, the political opposition is often fractional-
ized by design. Autocrats may create ‘divided structures of contestation’ that 
include some opposition groups in electoral institutions while excluding oth-
ers, leading to their fragmentation (Lust 2009). They may also co-opt oppo-
sition figures into the government, preventing them from joining opposition 
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coalitions (Arriola, Devaro, and Meng 2021), or use repression to marginalize 
opposition figures, creating leadership vacuums for opposition groups (Ash 
2015). Nevertheless, building an opposition coalition or alliance, while chal-
lenging (Haugbølle and Cavatorta 2011), is not impossible. Research shows 
that opposition groups can sometimes coordinate and overcome their differ-
ences under specific conditions (Armstrong, Reuter, and Robertson 2020; Ong 
2022; Sato and Wahman 2019; Selçuk and Hekimci 2020). When they do, 
they are more likely to advocate for political change effectively (Bunce and 
Wolchik 2010).

Opposition fractionalization is consequential for contentious politics 
because it shapes people’s perceptions of threats and their participation in 
protests. Opposition groups not only serve as mobilizing structures, but they 
also filter information and provide interpretive frames that influence how their 
supporters or sympathizers perceive threats and opportunities (Gould 1995; 
Shesterinina 2016; Wood 2003). When the opposition is highly fractionalized, 
a multitude of frames is likely to emerge, offering diverse and occasionally con-
flicting interpretations of the political situation. Consequently, the same threat 
can be interpreted differently by different factions of the opposition, leading 
to disparate collective identities. For instance, Ellen Lust (2009) observes that 
within ‘divided structures of contestation’, opposition figures co-opted into 
political institutions tend not to use protests to pressure the incumbent during 
an economic crisis, while those excluded would prefer otherwise.

Research has further illustrated how varying threat perceptions can pro-
duce distinct forms of collective action. For example, Thomas Maher (2010) 
investigates how different threat perceptions among prisoners in three Nazi 
death camps led to different mobilization outcomes. Although all camps had 
resistance groups, not all could mount resistance. Revolts and collective orga-
nization were more likely when prisoners perceived an immediate and lethal 
threat – what Maher termed ‘total threat’. This was observed in the Sobibor 
and Treblinka camps, where a series of events contributed to the accumulation 
of total threat, unlike Auschwitz. Anastasia Shesterinina (2016)’s study of civil 
war mobilization during the 1992–1993 Georgian-Abkhaz conflict similarly 
explains individual decisions to fight or flee based on their differing threat 
perceptions. Shesterinina argues that individuals did not form threat percep-
tions in isolation; rather, they did so within social structures such as family, 
friendship networks, local relationships, and national authorities. These local 
and everyday structures play a crucial role in filtering national threat narratives 
and shaping collective notions of threat, thereby influencing mobilization deci-
sions. Specifically, individuals who perceived the threat as directed towards 
themselves or their immediate family and friends were more inclined to flee, 
while those who perceived the threat as aimed at their larger groups were more 
likely to fight.

The degree of fractionalization within the opposition, similar to the 
strength of the institutionalized opposition, significantly influences the form 
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of mobilization. When the opposition is united and cohesive, groups within it 
often share similar perceptions of threats and are more inclined to form a uni-
fied mobilizing structure for mass mobilization. However, when the opposition 
is fractionalized, different groups within it held divergent threat perceptions. 
These disparate perceptions of threat make cooperation more challenging, lim-
iting the scope and scale of mobilization. Even when cooperation happens, 
such coalitions are likely to be fragile and prone to internal conflicts over pro-
test tactics and goals, due to the differing threat perceptions among factions.

Organizational Forms of Mass Mobilization

Figure 1.2 illustrates four ideal-types of organizational forms in a 2x2 typol-
ogy. The vertical axis represents the strength of the institutionalized opposi-
tion, defined as the opposition’s capacity to contest political power. A strong 
opposition is more likely to trigger organization-led mobilization in response 
to a contingent threat, maximizing the opposition’s challenge to the incum-
bents. Conversely, when the opposition is weak, threat likely gives rise to mass 
mobilizations guided by networks or non-hierarchical structures. Meanwhile, 
the horizontal axis represents the level of fractionalization within the oppo-
sition. When fractionalization is low, implying that opposition groups are 
more unified, their perceived threats would align more closely, leading to a 
more cohesive mobilizing structure. However, when fractionalization is high, 

Figure 1.2 Relational dynamics of the opposition and the organizational forms of 
mobilizations.
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Threat-Induced Changes 25

different opposition groups would perceive a threat differently and propose 
different tactical solutions, leading to a more fragmented mobilizing structure.

‘Brokered mobilization’ arises when the institutionalized opposition is 
strong and there is minimal fractionalization among opposition groups. In this 
scenario, mass mobilization is orchestrated by a primary SMO or a coalition 
of SMOs acting as brokers. On the other hand, ‘factional mobilization’ occurs 
when a strong institutionalized opposition is marred by significant internal 
divisions. Here, multiple opposition organizations or SMOs lead and organize 
movements concurrently, each with its distinct goals and tactics. ‘Fragmented 
mobilization’ emerges when the institutionalized opposition is weak and 
fractionalization is pronounced. Under these conditions, networks, informal 
groups, and individuals engage in spontaneous mobilization without formal 
organization, yet with low levels of cooperation and cohesion. Such mobi-
lization is characterized by multiple centres of authority and action, which 
may not necessarily align around a unified goal. Lastly, ‘leaderful mobilization’ 
unfolds when the opposition is weak but exhibits low levels of fractionaliza-
tion. In this situation, networks, informal groups, and ordinary citizens in the 
opposition camp can become united in response to a contingent threat. As 
a result, they can mobilize spontaneously but cohesively without centralized 
leadership. Although multiple centres of authority and action exist, protest-
ers in leaderful mobilizations always collaborate towards a shared objective. 
Figure 1.3 provides the graphical representation for each organizational form: 
circles, dots and lines represent organizations, actors, and ties respectively.

Threat-Induced Changes

It is important to note that the opposition’s relational dynamics is by no means 
a static structure. It can evolve over time. While contingent threats are more 
likely to trigger mass mobilizations, recurrent threats can continuously reshape 
opposition’s relational dynamics. First, recurrent threats can erode the strength 
of the institutionalized opposition. For example, executive aggrandizement 
and the erosion of legislative oversight present generalized threats that can iso-
late opposition figures or parties from political institutions, thereby weakening 
the opposition’s standing against the incumbent (Thompson 2021). Similarly, 
restrictions on resources or curtailment of civil society organizations affiliated 
with the opposition can undermine their organizational infrastructure, hin-
dering their ability to effectively organize dissent (Cavatorta and Durac 2010; 
Wiktorowicz 2000). Second, recurrent threats can foster fractionalization 
within the opposition. Selective repression targeting radical opposition figures 
or parties can deepen the chasm between them and their moderate counter-
parts, heightening fractionalization within the opposition (Ash 2015; Sika 
2023). Conversely, undifferentiated repression may have the inverse effect, 
consolidating previously fractionalized opposition groups due to the shared 
experience of widespread repression (Nugent 2020).
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26 Introduction

Third, recurrent threats can stimulate the development of new organiza-
tions, groups, or networks, providing fresh mobilizing structures. For example, 
during the rule of General Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, longstanding grievances 
against the political and economic status quo, combined with the perceived 
ineffectiveness of the institutionalized opposition, led to the rise of a new 
opposition movement named the Kefaya in the 2000s. This movement served 
as a loosely structured umbrella for various opposition groups and activists 
(Clarke 2011). However, the emergence of new formal or informal structures 
can sometimes lead to increased division within the opposition. We see this in 
conflict-ridden regions like Northern Ireland during the Troubles or present-day 
Palestine, where ongoing repressive threats from British and Israeli authorities 
respectively led to the creation of radical offshoots from the opposition, fur-
ther fractionalizing it (Alimi, Bosi, and Demetriou 2012; De Fazio 2013). Still, 
regardless of the degree of fractionalization, the rise of threat-induced groups 
introduces new relational dynamics within the opposition. The threats that 
prompt their creation also shape their structures, goals, and tactical prefer-
ences, making them more responsive to future threats.

Although recurrent threats have the potential to reshape the opposition’s 
relational dynamics, the agency of opposition actors also plays a pivotal role. 
These actors can proactively establish new organizations, groups, or networks 
in response to threats. Without their willingness to collaborate and take risks, 
new mobilizing structures would not materialize. Additionally, opposition 
actors can strive to lessen intergroup fractionalization by setting aside their 
differences. While this is often challenging under normal circumstances, it 
becomes more achievable when the opposition faces immediate and critical 
threats, especially when these threats do not differentiate between opposition 
groups. Furthermore, opposition actors can endeavour to frame impending 
threats in a way that aligns their threat perceptions more closely. This framing 
can create collective identities based not on existing political divisions, but on 
more fundamental social identities, such as occupation. While fractionaliza-
tion may not entirely vanish, it can be concealed or temporarily brushed aside.

Scope Conditions

Our analysis focuses on the evolution of contentious politics in post-handover 
Hong Kong, which had been governed by a hybrid regime. This hybrid regime 
is distinctive in its blend of liberal and authoritarian elements. Governed by 
the OCTS principle, the city’s historical legacy of civil liberties, coupled with 
the influence of capitalist elites, has fostered a degree of openness not found 
in mainland China’s one-party socialist rule (Fu 2018). It is within this con-
text that opposition movements and mass mobilizations had arisen. However, 
the structure of this regime was not predetermined; it evolved in response to 
shifting political circumstances and developed in tandem with contentious pol-
itics. Thus, our analysis adopts a within-case, temporal approach to trace the 
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dynamics of contention from the late colonial period to the early post-handover 
years, spanning from the 1980s to the 2010s. Throughout this time, the hybrid 
regime’s institutional openness, civil liberties, and media freedoms provided a 
space for opposition and dissent, albeit within an increasingly constrained 
political environment under a more assertive state.

The scope conditions of our theory should thus be set within the context of 
non-democracies or democracies experiencing backsliding. It is primarily rele-
vant to competitive authoritarian regimes that maintain a certain level of polit-
ical openness, allowing for the presence of opposition, though not necessarily 
its flourishing. There are many examples of such countries: Egypt, Tunisia, 
Algeria, Ukraine, Thailand, Myanmar, Malaysia, and Sri Lanka during the 
2010s. In these places, mass protests often emerged as political negotiations 
and electoral processes were increasingly viewed as insufficient for preventing 
electoral fraud, enabling power-sharing among diverse social groups, or recti-
fying adverse injustice (Weiss and Aspinall 2012; Sidel 2021; Ketchley 2017; 
Moss 2022). Moreover, our theory could also be applicable to backsliding 
democracies, where recurring threats are undermining the representativeness 
and accountability of political institutions, thereby diminishing their capacity 
to respond to those threats effectively. Some recent examples include Hungary, 
Poland, Chile, India, Indonesia, and the Philippines, where debates surround-
ing immigration, identity, religion, and environmental sustainability have 
heightened politicization, undermining trust in established elites and respect 
for formal institutions.

Our theory is less applicable to consolidated and functional democracies, in 
which power can alternate between incumbents and the opposition, and where 
threats are typically managed through the judiciary, electoral competitions, 
or civic actions (Vanessa et al. 2021). In these regimes, the interplay between 
incumbent and opposition would allow the energies from the streets to be chan-
nelled into formal institutions. However, even in consolidated democracies, 
mass mobilizations do happen occasionally to counteract perceived threats. 
For example, Taiwan’s Sunflower Movement of 2014 and South Korea’s can-
dlelight protests of 2016–2017 showcased how even democracies could experi-
ence threat-induced mobilizations (Ho 2018; Jung 2023). In the United States, 
despite having strong democratic institutions and an independent judiciary, 
threats associated with immigration, abortion, identity, and electoral proce-
dures have sometimes triggered massive protests where rival political groups 
are pitted against one another (Tarrow 2021). Thus, our theory can shed light 
on such contexts, even though they have better institutional systems to address 
popular demands. Finally, our theory also does not apply to full-fledged autoc-
racies, where there are scant political opportunities for intermediate associa-
tions to form, latent networks to develop, or leaderful structures to emerge. 
Nonetheless, some aspects of leaderful mobilization resonate with the Belarus 
protests in 2019–2020, the anti-Covid lockdown protests in mainland China 
in 2022, and the Iranian protests in 2021–2022.
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The case of Hong Kong is distinguished by its liberal oligarchy structure, 
which does not conform to the conventional models of competitive authoritar-
ianism or backsliding democracies. Nonetheless, it does share elements from 
both types of regimes, as evident in its power dynamics and contentious poli-
tics. Thus, despite being a single-case study, Hong Kong’s distinctive political 
context, coupled with its changes along the spectrum between a backsliding 
democracy and a competitive authoritarian regime, enables us to conduct 
within-case comparisons and engage in inductive theory building (George and 
Bennett 2005; Pepinsky 2019).

Case Description

To showcase the analytical power of our theory, let us place it in the context 
of Hong Kong. In the early post-handover years, the city has faced various 
recurrent and contingent threats across a spectrum of issues, including con-
stitutional reforms, introduction of new legislations, plans for infrastructure 
development, and the impact of inbound tourism. Some of these issues orig-
inated domestically, while many others were a result of efforts to promote 
economic and political integration with mainland China. From the early 2000s 
to the latter half of the decade, the democratic opposition was relatively strong 
and cohesive. Pro-democracy parties and organizations adopted a two-pronged 
approach to counteract contingent threats. On the one hand, they leveraged 
their institutional power in the legislature and other advisory bodies to bargain 
with the authorities. On the other hand, they organized mass protests from 
time to time that were often well-ordered and ritualistic to showcase the pop-
ular support that they could mobilize. In such protests, these established orga-
nizations often formed the mobilizing structure and served as its leadership, 
providing both strategic guidance and logistical support. Mass mobilizations, 
in this sense, could be said to be ‘brokered’ by these organizations.

The anti-government demonstration on 1 July 2003, which mobilized half 
a million citizens, serves as a perfect example of what we call ‘brokered mobi-
lization’. The demonstration was sparked by a national security legislation, 
known as Article 23, which was framed by the opposition as a dire threat to 
the city’s civic and political freedoms (Ma 2005). Threat perceptions among 
opposition groups were promptly coalesced under two demands: the retrac-
tion of the national security legislation and the resignation of the then Chief 
Executive, Tung Chee-hwa. With the presence of a robust institutionalized 
opposition, these groups united within a coalition spearheaded by the newly 
established CHRF. The coalition eventually orchestrated a centrally coordi-
nated, meticulously scripted demonstration in which the CHRF was responsi-
ble for everything from the claims to picketing arrangements. Protesters simply 
attended the rally, adhering to the prearranged plan.

Entering the late 2000s, while contingent threats like Article 23 legislation 
diminished, recurrent threats persisted. These recurrent threats were arising 
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from issues such as urban redevelopment and economic integration with the 
mainland. Viewing the established opposition as incapable of counteracting 
these threats, new opposition actors and groups began to emerge outside of 
the institutionalized opposition, advocating a more confrontational approach 
that gave emphasis to street protests. These actors, mostly consisting of young 
activists, gained inspiration from the anti-globalization movements abroad 
and promoted more spontaneous and disruptive forms of mobilizations. 
Meanwhile, the democratic opposition began to split. The emergence of new 
opposition parties, such as the Civic Party and the League of Social Democrats, 
led to intense competition for votes, ultimately eroding opposition unity. On 
the other hand, pro-government parties and organizations became increasingly 
strengthened under Beijing’s intensified state-building efforts after the 2003 
mass rally, gradually eroding the overall institutional power of the opposition.

What occurred during this phase was an amalgam of mass protests that 
coexisted with contrasting forms – what we term ‘factional mobilizations’. 
The traditional opposition carried on with their routine mass protests, such 
as the annual July 1 rallies and the June 4 candlelight vigils, even as turn-
outs dwindled. Despite continuing to call for a faster pace of democratization, 
these routine protests failed to address the emerging threats that citizens were 
facing. In response to these threats, new opposition groups staged protests 
that adopted more decentralized and spontaneous forms, such as the heritage 
preservation campaigns between 2006 and 2008, the Anti-Express Rail Link 
(Anti-XRL) Movement of 2009, and the Anti-Moral and National Education 
(Anti-MNE) Movement of 2012. They shared a similar group of participants 
as the routine protests, but these participants became much more involved 
in the mobilization process rather than simply show up as an attendee. Also, 
although conventional pro-democracy parties and organizations remained 
relevant in supporting these protests, they were often marginalized from the 
leadership core.

As the state continued to erode the institutional bargaining power of the 
opposition, pro-democracy supporters increasingly questioned its effectiveness 
as the primary broker for mass mobilization. Meanwhile, the rise of new oppo-
sition groups and networks, which differed in their perception of threats from 
the traditional democrats, further fragmented the opposition, leading to ongo-
ing internal conflicts. This set the stage for ‘fragmented mobilization’, charac-
terized by loosely organized, spontaneous protests that were often regarded 
as ‘leaderless’. These movements were ‘fragmented’ because the opposition 
groups often disagreed on strategies to counteract perceived threats. One major 
point of contention was the role of political institutions: while moderates still 
considered parliamentary politics and electoral competition as viable means to 
counteract threat, radicals found these institutional approaches inadequate and 
leaned towards more assertive street mobilizations. The latter approach was 
promoted by a burgeoning faction within the pro-democracy camp, known 
as the localists. They viewed the increasing political and economic integration  
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with the mainland – exemplified by the surge of Chinese tourists and immi-
grants – as a recurrent threat to Hong Kong’s local identity. For the localists, 
the only recourse was to push for greater autonomy or even independence from 
China, employing more militant protest tactics to confront these challenges.

The anti-mainlandization protests that occurred between 2012 and 2014 
were the precursors of ‘fragmented mobilization’, when localist protesters 
organized repeated actions against mainland tourists and parallel traders. But 
the Umbrella Movement of 2014 stood out as a perfect illustration of this 
mobilization form. During the movement, pro-democracy protesters occupied 
several city areas and called for universal suffrage. The movement’s organi-
zational structure was unique: it was led by a diverse coalition of civil society 
groups, traditional SMOs, and pro-democracy parties, while day-to-day activ-
ities were self-managed by regular protesters. Despite initial unity among the 
protesters in response to the police’s use of tear gas, the movement saw a grow-
ing divide in threat perception across different groups and factions, notably 
between the localists and the traditional democrats. The traditional democrats 
were concerned that sustained, widespread occupation might trigger a violent 
crackdown by the authorities, whereas radical protesters viewed the occupa-
tion and the adoption of militant tactics as potent symbols of defiance against 
the state. The radical stance gained traction among the young student leaders, 
who felt pressured to heed the demands of the more committed occupiers. Such 
dynamics led to a split within the movement’s formal leadership, crippling the 
pro-democracy movement as a whole.

This does not imply that the opposition remained perpetually fragmented. 
In the years following the Umbrella Movement, opposition groups began to 
see a greater alignment in their threat perception, spurred on by Beijing’s 
state-building efforts (Lee 2025). These efforts were coupled with indiscrimi-
nate crackdown on pro-democracy activists, which shifted from targeting just 
the radicals to increasingly affecting the moderates as well. This shift led to a 
significant convergence in the threat perceptions among opposition groups, 
especially between localists and traditional democrats.

The proposed extradition bill in 2019 proved to be the tipping point that 
unified these factions. Although the bill initially garnered little attention, it 
soon mobilized significant opposition once the ‘early risers’, including activists 
and pro-democracy politicians, portrayed it as a severe threat to Hong Kong’s 
political and legal autonomy. A massive online petition campaign in May 2019 
further united a diverse array of alumni, professional, recreational, religious, 
and community networks against the bill. These threat attribution mechanisms 
synchronized the perceived threats among citizens, galvanizing numerous 
existing and newly established groups and networks. This gave rise to a lead-
erful mobilizing structure that encompassed SMOs, networks, and individual 
citizens, but without a singular figure or entity taking the lead. Leveraging both 
digital communication technologies and offline networks, informal leaders 
and protesters engaged in what we describe as ‘peer collaboration’ despite the 
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absence of centralized leadership. This overarching mechanism encompasses a 
range of micro-mechanisms, including tactical innovation, information cura-
tion, task coordination, and discursive negotiation – all of which were crucial 
in sustaining mobilization. Figure 1.4 outlines the relationship between differ-
ent actors and the key mechanisms of ‘leaderful mobilization’.

To summarize, the theory of mediated threat aims to illuminate the dynam-
ics of contention that brought Hong Kong to the moment of leaderful mobi-
lization. Instead of viewing threats as objective realities imposed externally, 
our theory conceptualizes them as socially constructed, requiring perception 
and interpretation by oppositional actors through specific cultural or political 
lenses. Moreover, threats do not merely trigger mobilizations; they also con-
tinually reshape the relational dynamics in the democratic opposition. This 
process gives rise to new forms of political agency and influences the mobili-
zation strategies used by both actors and supporters involved in protests. In 
other words, threats shape not only the likelihood of mobilization, but also its 
organizational form. It is this dynamic process that contributed to the eventual 
rise of leaderful mobilization.

Theoretical and Empirical Contributions

This book aims to contribute to three spheres of knowledge: the conceptual-
ization of threats; decentralized and spontaneous mobilizations; and hybrid 
regimes. First, our theory of mediated threat seeks to enrich how threats are 
conceptualized in the study of contentious politics by offering a more nuanced 
categorization of threats. While extant literature only offers broad categori-
zations of threats (Almeida 2019; Goldstone and Tilly 2001), we distinguish 
different types of threat based on their target (institutions or individuals) and 
temporality (recurrent or immediate) – a typology that we will elucidate in 
Chapter 2. This typology allows us to go beyond the predominant focus of 
the literature on the impact of immediate repressive threats on mobilization 
(Francisco 1995; Hess and Martin 2006; Lichbach 1987; Opp and Roehl 1990; 
Rasler 1996; Steinert-Threlkeld, Chan, and Joo 2022) and to also concentrate 

Figure 1.4 Mechanisms of leaderful mobilization
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on non-repressive and longer-term threats. Moreover, we focus on the process 
through which threats are mediated before inciting potential mobilizations. 
Rather than presuming a direct mobilizing effect of threats, we consider how 
threats are perceived and interpreted by political actors, altering the relational 
dynamics of the opposition by fostering new political agencies and the emer-
gence of new groups and networks. Lastly, while existing theories usually focus 
on how the source of discontent triggers the occurrence of mobilization, our 
theory further links it with the organizational form of the mobilization – not 
just in terms of its structure, but also its participatory nature. This bridges the 
gap between why people mobilize and how they mobilize – a connection that 
has been under-theorized in the current literature (Simmons 2016).

Second, our findings enrich the knowledge of decentralized, networked, 
and spontaneous mobilizations, which have become prevalent worldwide over 
the past decade. By conceptualizing them as leaderful rather than leaderless, 
we introduce a perspective that illuminates their inherent qualities, instead of 
defining them by what they lack. Moreover, while existing research often con-
centrates on the emergence and initial phases of mobilization (Abrams 2023; 
Castells 2012; Tufekci 2017; Pearlman 2021), our work delves into how such 
movements sustain themselves and maintain unity without central leadership, 
and how they innovate tactics and coordinate actions. Also, moving beyond 
the conventional focus on digital communication technologies, we stress the 
interplay between online and offline realms, examining how protesters leverage 
digital technologies and real-world social networks. Our analysis transcends a 
simplistic parallel view of online and offline networks, instead emphasizing 
their interplay, which shapes the overall organizational landscape of leaderful 
mobilizations. Furthermore, we explore the impact of contingent events and 
the absence of centralized leadership on protest radicalization, an aspect that 
existing scholarship has not thoroughly investigated. Our findings suggest that 
solidarity played a critical role in both propelling and restraining radicaliza-
tion. This shows that although the dynamics of leaderful mobilizations are 
inherently unpredictable, they can generate endogenous mechanisms to regu-
late their development.

Third, our book contributes to the growing literature on hybrid regimes 
by examining how mass mobilizations can alter the political dynamics within 
such systems. Existing scholarship primarily focuses on how autocrats preserve 
their power by selectively incorporating democratic elements, which ostensibly 
creates a ‘balance’ that bolsters their rule (Gandhi 2008; Levitsky and Way 
2010). Our findings from Hong Kong illustrate the inherent instability of such 
a ‘balance’ (Carothers 2018; Dresden and Howard 2016). While Hong Kong’s 
liberal oligarchy, which limited citizens’ suffrage but allowed a degree of contes-
tation through alternate channels, maintained a delicate power balance between 
the ruling coalition and pro-democracy opposition, escalating mass protests 
gradually unsettled this balance. This prompted the Chinese party-state – the 
de facto patron of the liberal oligarchy – to  expedite  state-building  efforts 
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in the semi-autonomous region. Paradoxically, these state-building measures 
only served to further amplify mass protests and deepen the distrust of conven-
tional pro-democracy organizations among their supporters, thereby further 
destabilizing the balance. Our findings thus emphasize the crucial role of con-
tentious politics in disrupting and reshaping the dynamics of hybrid regimes. 
Even if elite and opposition actors may not intend to alter the balance, their 
interactions, coupled with mass mobilizations, could result in unforeseen and 
unintended consequences, undermining the hybridity that underpins hybrid 
regimes.

Methods and Data

This book is the result of eight years of extensive and on-the-ground research. 
Our journey began with the 2014 Umbrella Movement, which sparked our 
curiosity to delve into the complex dynamics of Hong Kong’s contentious 
politics. Initially, our focus was primarily on individual episodes of protest. 
However, as we witnessed successive events unfold, we recognized the limita-
tions of this episodic approach and pivoted towards a broader examination of 
the spaces between these episodes and the historical contexts that gave rise to 
them. Our research scope expanded to include the evolution of the political 
landscape, mobilizing structures, and modes of organizing in post-handover 
Hong Kong. Adopting a long-term perspective on these dynamics (McAdam, 
Tarrow, and Tilly 2001), we shifted our analysis from focusing on the visible 
elements of social movements, such as prominent organizations and individual 
activists, towards examining the relational dynamics between various types of 
challengers, powerholders, and bystanders.

We employed a mixed method approach in this book, utilizing multiple 
types of data to address our research question. Here, ‘mixed method’ does not 
merely denote the juxtaposition of quantitative and qualitative data. It empha-
sizes the potential of both to complement and reinforce one another, thereby 
enhancing the overall validity and reliability of our findings (Ivankova and 
Wingo 2018). This approach allows us to explore diverse perspectives on the 
same issue, leading to a more holistic understanding. Our data sources include 
onsite protest surveys, in-depth interviews with key individuals, participant 
observations, and social media data. We also used secondary data, such as 
official statistics, newspaper articles, video footage, and other protest-related 
records. In the following section, we will provide an overview of our data 
sources and illustrate how their integration enabled a comprehensive study of 
contentious politics in Hong Kong and its broader implications.

Onsite Surveys and Public Opinion Polls

To understand the participants and motivations behind protests, social move-
ment scholars have traditionally relied on onsite protest surveys. Unlike 
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population surveys, which randomly sample citizens about their protest 
involvement, onsite protest surveys target individuals actively participating 
in contentious events. By generating real-time data, this approach allows 
researchers to contextualize findings and design specific questions that capture 
individual participation (Andretta and della Porta 2014). Although the use of 
onsite protest surveys has been prominent since the 1990s, it remains a spe-
cialized method within the field of social movement research (Walgrave and 
Verhulst 2011; Heaney and Rojas 2015; Fisher et al. 2019). In our study, we 
heavily relied on onsite surveys as they provide direct and immediate access to 
understanding unfolding protests.

Our analysis used three distinct sets of onsite surveys. The first set includes 
annual surveys conducted during the Tiananmen vigil at Victoria Park from 2013 
to 2018, with sample sizes ranging from 444 to 861. The second set involves 
an onsite survey conducted during the 2014 Umbrella Movement, encompass-
ing the three occupation zones in Admiralty, Causeway Bay, and Mongkok, 
with a sample size of 1,681. The third set includes twenty-six onsite surveys 
conducted during the 2019 Anti-Extradition Movement, capturing nearly every 
major protest event with a total sample size of 16,386. In these surveys, we 
used a mixed-mode sampling method that combined face-to-face surveys with 
smartphone-based online surveys to ensure large and representative samples. 
This method allowed us to gather data from a total of 16,386 respondents while 
maintaining the necessary representativeness of our sample (Yuen et al. 2022).

These surveys were conducted using a systematic approach. Supervised 
by field managers, interviewers were directed to approach every 10th person 
within a specified area or route, inviting them to participate in the survey. If an 
individual declined, the interviewers would proceed to approach the next 10th 
person, and so on. Due to the unique spatial dynamics of each protest, minor 
modifications were also made to the sampling method to ensure its suitability. 
This approach was generally applied to the traditional demonstrations and 
rallies, where protesters would gather in a set location or follow a particu-
lar route. However, in the 2019 Anti-Extradition Movement, many protests 
were fluid and spontaneous. Because of that, our team combined face-to-face 
surveys utilizing paper-based questionnaires and smartphone-based online sur-
veys facilitated by a self-administered, Qualtrics-based questionnaire accessible 
via a QR code. The smartphone-based mode was introduced to obtain larger 
sample sizes, considering the size limitations of the survey team. Following 
the radicalization of the protests, a third mode of survey was introduced: post 
hoc online surveys self-administered via smartphones. For this, interviewers 
distributed flyers containing a QR code, which allowed protesters to access the 
online questionnaire on their smartphones.

In addition to the surveys conducted with protesters, we also carried out 
two opinion polls sampled randomly to capture popular sentiment and com-
pare the views of protesters and non-protesters. The first poll was conducted 
in November 2019, during the height of the protests, with a sample size of 
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2,007 respondents. The second poll was conducted in May 2020, just before 
the implementation of the National Security Law, with a sample size of 1,574 
respondents. These opinion polls offer unique and valuable insights into the 
protesters’ identities, their motivations for participation, and their level of 
involvement in the protests. By incorporating a wider segment of the popula-
tion, these surveys provide a comprehensive understanding of the dynamics of 
the protests.

Semi-structured Interviews

In addition to surveys, we conducted seventy-seven semi-structured interviews 
with a variety of individuals, including politicians, activists, and ordinary pro-
testers. These interviews allowed us to delve deeper into the context of their 
participation, the factors influencing their decision-making, and the specific 
actions they took at a micro-level (Blee 2013: 96).

We targeted several categories of individuals to understand the roles played 
by different actors: (1) politicians (i.e., opposition legislators, district coun-
cillors, and election hopefuls), (2) activists (i.e., movement organizers, com-
munity and NGO activists, and student leaders), (3) ordinary protesters (i.e., 
protest participants who were actively involved in movement organizing but 
avoided using their real identity).

We used a snowball sampling method to identify our interviewees from 
the three categories. In the first two categories, our focus was on individuals 
affiliated with political institutions, professional associations, and movement 
organizations. We selected individuals from our personal and professional net-
works as seeds and expanded our sample through referrals from these initial 
interviewees. Our goal was to ensure a balanced representation of different 
political factions and movement groups, capturing diverse perspectives within 
the political landscape. For the third category, which included individuals who 
were not publicly known, we relied on our onsite fieldwork to establish con-
nections. Through participant observations, we could engage with ordinary 
protesters and build rapport. Furthermore, we used our social networks and 
contacts gathered during our onsite surveys. This mix of methods allowed 
us to reach individuals who actively participated in the protests but chose to 
remain anonymous, thus widening the range of perspectives we captured in 
our interviews.

The selection process aimed to achieve a balance between more organized 
and less organized actors, given the increasing decentralization of the city’s 
protests. In total, we conducted seventy-six interviews, comprising twenty-four 
politicians, twenty-two activists, and thirty ordinary protesters. We also 
engaged with numerous other informants to develop a comprehensive under-
standing of various aspects related to our research. Additionally, we conducted 
follow-up interviews with selected participants to validate and cross-reference 
their personal accounts with empirical evidence.
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During the early stages of the research, many interviews were recorded and 
transcribed. However, as the political environment changed, we decided to 
rely more on notetaking during interviews. This approach created a more com-
fortable atmosphere for interviewees, enabling them to express their views and 
share their experiences freely. Apart from prominent politicians and activists 
whose views were already in the public domain, we took measures to ano-
nymize all other interviewees or assigned them pseudonyms to protect their 
identities. For a complete list of interviewees, please refer to the appendix.

Onsite Ethnography

In addition, we leveraged ethnographic methods to gain first-hand and on-the-
ground insights into the dynamic process of contention. By observing how 
individuals and groups experience processes of mobilization and ascribe mean-
ings to such experiences, ethnographic methods are particularly well-suited 
to answer the ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions of mobilization, which pro-
vide the foundation for delineating the mechanisms of contention (Fu and 
Simmons 2021). Through ethnography, we are also able to access experiences 
and emotions that are fleeting and not easily discernible in other public spheres 
(Altheide and Johnson 1994). This method allowed us to capture nuanced 
aspects of the contentious process that would have escaped our attention if we 
only rely on personal or textual recollections.

We conducted ethnographic observations in most of the significant protests 
taking place since 2014, including the annual June 4 candlelight vigil, the July 
1 rallies, the Umbrella Movement, and the Anti-Extradition Bill Movement. 
At the protest sites, we initiated informal conversations with protesters and 
recorded detailed observations in diary-like notes, continuously cross-checking 
with each other to ensure accuracy. In addition to these protest events, we 
actively participated in various meetings, workshops, seminars, and activities 
organized by civil society and community actors. To maintain impartiality, 
we regarded and identified ourselves as researchers and observers, rather than 
protest participants.

Overall, these ethnographic observations allowed us to not only understand 
how perceptions and decisions of different groups of actors were formed and 
altered during contentious episodes, but also comprehend why they adopted 
certain actions. For instance, while the media might portray militants in pro-
tests simply as people who espoused radical ideologies, participant observa-
tions taught us that these ‘militants’ were often pragmatic and non-ideological 
as they had to deal with many daily routines to maintain the defence lines.

Social Media Data

Finally, we collected protest-related social media data from a diverse range 
of online platforms. With the considerable influence of the internet and 
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social media in Hong Kong’s protests, it is necessary to analyse digital traces 
to understand the mobilization and organizational strategies of the protest-
ers. However, we did not merely selectively read specific posts or comments. 
Instead, we used computational tools for systematic data collection, employing 
automatic web scrapers to extract pertinent data. This approach allowed us to 
gather a comprehensive dataset for analysis.

We constructed three distinct sets of social media data for our analysis. First, 
we utilized Facebook’s application programming interface (API) to identify 
key actors within Hong Kong’s political landscape, focusing particularly on 
pro-democracy civil society groups that were not prominently featured in the 
news but remained active on social media. Using network analysis, we initi-
ated the snowballing process by selecting a set of seed Facebook pages (major 
political groups) and expanding our inclusion to encompass all the other pages 
they liked. Through this iterative process, we manually identified the relevant 
groups.

Second, we collected over 470 online petitions that emerged prior to the 
onset of the Anti-Extradition Movement, meticulously documenting their 
entire texts. This extensive corpus of texts enabled us to examine how vari-
ous social groups framed the extradition bill through their unique identities, 
despite the absence of centralized movement leadership. Third, to analyse 
activism among secondary school students, we collected social media data on 
Instagram, focusing on accounts created by students in relation to the protests. 
These data allowed us to outline the network structure of the secondary school 
concern groups and to illustrate the potential role of social capital in informa-
tion dissemination.

In addition, we gathered posts from LIHKG, one of Hong Kong’s most 
popular discussion forums that evolved into a central communication plat-
form during the Anti-Extradition Movement. Specifically, we collected posts 
between 1 June 2019 and 31 December 2019, from two prominent chatrooms: 
the ‘Public Affairs Channel’ and the ‘Chit-chat Channel,’ where discussions 
related to the movement were concentrated. This collection encompassed a 
large volume of data, including 626,919 threads and 22,159,533 comments. 
These posts were a crucial source for analysing protesters’ online engagement 
and tracing the dynamics of contention. They also facilitated our practice of 
online ethnography (Hine 2020) by allowing us to observe and study the dis-
cussions taking place within the online community.

We also incorporated secondary social media data that had already been 
collected by other researchers. A notable dataset is a protest event database 
of the Anti-Extradition Movement, compiled from the ‘action posts’ on sig-
nificant Telegram channels by a team of researchers from the Journalism and 
Media Studies Centre at The University of Hong Kong (HKUJMSC 2020). 
This dataset provides valuable information on the various protest events that 
occurred during the movement. In addition, we utilized a network dataset 
that encompasses all the key Telegram channels and groups active during the 
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Anti-Extradition Movement. This comprehensive dataset, consisting of over 
58,000 nodes and 354,000 edges, was constructed by Aleksandra Urman, 
Justin Chun-ting Ho, and Stefan Katz (2021). It provides insights into the 
communication and coordination dynamics within the movement’s online 
ecosystem.

Roadmap

The rest of the book is structured into 10 chapters. Chapter 2 analyses the forma-
tion of Hong Kong’s entrenched liberal oligarchy from a historical-institutional 
perspective. We trace the emergence of a tripartite coalition consisting of the 
Chinese party-state, civil servants, and business elites. We also delve into the 
complex dynamics between this coalition and the burgeoning opposition, 
examining how protests have been managed and contained since the 1980s, 
until shortly after the handover. Chapter 3 examines the emergence and evo-
lution of a new cycle of contention during the mid-2000s. We highlight how 
the deepening threat perceptions resulting from the regime’s state-building 
advances spurred mass mobilizations. Meanwhile, we underscore how the cre-
ation of new civil society groups and how the normalization of new repertoires 
of contention contributed to changes in the episodes and modes of protest 
mobilization.

Chapter 4 explores the dynamics and consequences of the 2014 Umbrella 
Movement. We illustrate how its spontaneous eruption led to a hybrid organi-
zational structure comprising a formal leadership and self-mobilized protesters 
who saw themselves as leaderless, and how such dynamics eventually led to 
the division and fragmentation of the opposition. Chapter 5 elucidates how the 
2019 Anti-Extradition Movement erupted despite the lack of political oppor-
tunities in the post-Umbrella period. We demonstrate how abeyance networks 
from previous mobilizations and an online petition campaign transformed the 
idea of extradition into a widely perceived existential threat, galvanizing popu-
lar support for the movement and leading to a leaderful mobilization.

Chapter 6 looks at how sectoral networks propelled the movement. By 
focusing on religious groups, legal professionals, and medical practitioners, 
we demonstrate how social identities informed protesters what roles to take 
up during a leaderful movement, and how these sectoral networks provided 
expertise and resources to facilitate the movement’s organizing efforts. Chapter 
7 examines how secondary school action groups, established by students in 
their respective schools, played a crucial role in mobilizing teenagers against 
the extradition bill by tapping into and leveraging their latent social capital. 
Utilizing Instagram as a platform, these groups facilitated connections among 
students within and across schools, often by capitalizing on their schools’ iden-
tities and leveraging various sources of social capital tied to those identities. 
This enabled loose and fragmented social networks can be mobilized in social 
movements, provided that they can activate their latent social capital.
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Chapter 8 explains how the Anti-Extradition Movement was organized and 
sustained in the absence of a centralized leadership. We illustrate how protest-
ers, networked in both online and offline realms, collaborated on a sponta-
neous, horizontal, and many-to-many basis to generate a continuous stream of 
actions – a mechanism that we term ‘peer collaboration’. Chapter 9 investigates 
the emergence of political consumption as a protest tactic in the later stage of 
the movement. We examine how this innovative tactic, encompassing boycot-
ting and buycotting, emerged by utilizing the market logic. We also highlight 
the significance of political consumption as a movement consequence. Chapter 
10 delves into the process of tactical radicalization observed in the 2019 move-
ment. By adopting a relational approach, we analyse radicalization as a result 
of dynamic interactions across multiple arenas. We explore how discursive 
negotiations among protesters served as both the driving force and the limit to 
radicalization. It induced moderate protesters to extend tacit support to their 
more militant counterparts while acting as a restraint mechanism to curtail 
excessive measures.

Chapter 11 discusses the implications of Hong Kong’s contentious politics 
within the global context of democratic backsliding and leaderful mobiliza-
tions. We highlight the contributions of our theoretical framework and the 
implications of Hong Kong’s contentious pathways for hybrid regimes and 
beyond.
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