ABSTRACT
Dysfunctional Constituencies: The Saga of Hong Kong’s Legislative Council

Hong Kong was transformed into a city of protest because its government was neither
representative of nor democratically accountable to its people. All things being equal,
legislatures are intended to be the institution of governance best attuned to the popular will, but
Hong Kong’s Legislative Council (LegCo) was never designed to fulfill that purpose. Belatedly
installed during the twilight of British colonial rule, the body was based on a corporatist design
originally designed for a conservative Portugal dictatorship and installed at Macau. Even at its
most democratic iteration, during the early years of Chinese sovereignty, half of its seats were
reserved for corporate special interests known as “functional constituencies.” At best this
arrangement offered a forum for Hong Kong’s pro-democratic majority to capture a minority of
the legislature, allowing them to articulate their viewpoints but providing no method by which to
realize them. In 2021, Beijing moved to resolve the contradiction by purging the democratic
candidates, recasting the entire LegCo as a body of pre-vetted “patriots.” This article explores the
rise and fall of that institution, providing a periodization ranging from its ideological roots in
Catholic social thought and deployment at Macau, through its adoption by British colonialists at
Hong Kong, its adaptation under early Chinese sovereignty, and its degradation as part of a
crackdown against the city’s grassroot democracy movement. Ultimately, the saga of the Hong
Kong Legislative Council is the story of a showpiece assembly designed to add a democratic
veneer to successive authoritarian systems.
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