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Abstract

The popularity of Mirror, a 12-member boy group, skyrocketed in Hong Kong in
2021 and attracted a mass following of local fans. This fan wave, however, took over
the city at a time of drastic sociopolitical changes following the crackdown of the
2019-2020 Anti-Extradition Law Amendment Bill movement. Drawing on in-depth
interviews with 15 Mirror fans, this article investigates how their fandom relates to
the local public sentiments of political frustration, exhaustion and dishope in the
post-2019 movement period. The findings show that fandom serves as a form of
escape that enables fans to regain affective agency deprived in their political life.
This engenders an apparently depoliticised fandom that is in fact entangled with
the affective polarisation of the society. Furthermore, the success story of Mirror as
‘fostered idols’, a star-making model popular in East Asia, inspires hopefulness in a
time described as hopeless. Instead of reproducing the assumptions that fandom
can productively ‘galvanise’ political actions or that political disengagement is to be
‘revitalised’, this article uses Hong Kong'’s unique intersection of fandom and politics
to re-examine notions of agency and hope in disempowering times.
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Introduction

April 30, 2023, passing by Causeway Bay on a bus, I was struck by the presence of a
convoy of police cars parking along the sidewalk. In a split second, flashbacks of images
of protests, police clashes and tear gas that overtook the same street rushed through my
head. But this time, the police were here for something quite different. As my bus moved
towards the iconic crossroad of Sogo, crowds of thousands were seen occupying every
corner of the street. Instead of chanting slogans, they were enthusiastically waving light
signs, balloons, self-drawn cards and a boy doll. Overhead were gigantic billboards ani-
mating a young singer whose face has been omnipresent in Hong Kong for the last 3
years. It was the 24th birthday of Keung To, member of the popular 12-idol local boy
band, Mirror. For 3 consecutive years, on April 30, Causeway Bay transforms into the
spectacular scene of ‘Keung To Bay’. The once-protest hotspot was brought to a stand-
still unseen since the Anti-Extradition Law Amendment Bill (Anti-ELAB) movement
ended in 2020. I, like everyone in Hong Kong, have come to recognise the influence of
the 12 idols whose names were barely heard of before 2021. What kind of enigmatic
power does the idol group hold that can gather fervent fans of all ages (back) to the
streets, this time with such passion and exhilaration? How is such fan gathering possible
at a time of strict pandemic restrictions and a heavy crackdown on political gatherings?
What does this fan phenomenon mean for a city that is undergoing the largest political
changes, social control and emigration wave in history?

Mirror was formed in November 2018 under a star-making reality television show,
but it was not until 2021 that the group’s popularity soared and members became Hong
Kong’s most sought-after celebrities in advertisements, movies and even government
campaigns. This local fan wave, however, came about in a turbulent time for the city. In
June 2019, protests broke out against extradition legislation, which grew into a large-
scale movement with a peak of two million people taking to the streets. As an assertion
of sovereign power, the Chinese government responded by implementing the National
Security Law in June 2020 to crack down on the movement. Many protestors and politi-
cians were arrested, pro-democracy media outlets closed down and elections were
restricted to ‘patriots only’. The series of profound changes raised concerns over the
undermining of Hong Kong’s long-cherished freedom of speech, rule of law and civil
society (Davis, 2022; Lee and Chan, 2023). In the face of these changes, two fans I inter-
viewed coincidentally lament, ‘I don’t want to watch. I don’t want to care’, as they
indulge in the pleasure Mirror offers. The unparalleled extent of Mirror’s fandom has
been framed by public discourse as a mixed result of post-movement sentiments of polit-
ical frustration, exhaustion and dishope, the desire for emotional identification to local
culture and a long COVID lockdown (Hong Kong Free Press [HKFP], 2021; Pang,
2024). Its discussion, amid increasing censorship and subdued sites for collective mem-
ory (cf. Cheng and Yuen, 2019), stands as part of Hong Kong’s post-2019 cultural poli-
tics where the resilience in popular music, films and documentaries and citizen journalism
—to name a few — ‘trouble the dominant anxiety of the disappearance of the city itself and
argue for its vibrancy to survive’ (Chow et al., 2024: 9; see also Fang et al., 2024; Wu,
2024). While the ‘Mirror wave’ emerges from a myriad of sociopolitical, cultural and
industrial changes, it is not the purpose of this article to address why it becomes a
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phenomenon per se or why in particular this boy band gains such popularity. Rather, it is
interested in how Mirror fans’ motivation, affective investment and identification with
the idols reflect something larger than the fandom itself; that is, what people in Hong
Kong are feeling and what they are looking for amid the sociopolitical shifts of the city.

The intersection of fandom and politics is nothing new, and scholarly research in this
regard commonly follows a line of inquiry that focuses on fans’ capacity in shaping
political spaces and power relations. Affective investments of the fans are characterised
as resources that can be productively organised into different forms of political struggles,
promote civic engagement or help develop political consciousness (Brough and
Shresthova, 2012; Jenkins, 2015; van Zoonen, 2005). But the case of Mirror seems to
render a kind of ‘depoliticised’ fandom where fans tend to distance themselves from poli-
tics, as I will show. What, then, is the place of fandom in a social climate where depoliti-
cisation seems to have taken precedence? Is fandom still empowering (Grossberg, 1992)
when the feeling of powerlessness overtakes political and social life? In a close reading
of a Hong Kong political prisoner’s love for Mirror, Laikwan Pang (2024) argues that
fandom, in a confining environment, has an empowering, communal and even subver-
sive power. Further drawing on in-depth interviews with 15 Mirror fans, this article pre-
sents an account of the affective relations of fandom and politics in post-2019 Hong
Kong. Instead of reproducing the assumptions that fandom can productively ‘galvanise’
political actions and ‘rejuvenate’ citizenship as dominantly argued in existing literature,
Tuse Hong Kong’s intersection of fandom and politics as a way to re-examine the notions
of hope and agency in disempowering times.

Mirror: a case of ‘fostered idols’

Mirror is a 12-member Hong Kong boy group formed from the local broadcaster
ViuTV’s Good Night Show — King Maker (2018; ‘King Maker’ thereafter). In the sur-
vival reality show, 99 amateur male contestants were chosen to compete in rounds of
singing and dancing performances to win a million Hong Kong dollars. Based on the
model of ‘fostered idols’, an increasingly popular star-making system in China, Japan
and South Korea (Yu, 2022; Zhao and Wu, 2021), Mirror began their career as ‘boys
from the street” and developed into real stars through the witness and support of their
fans. Despite coming out as a group, their uneven pacing in career trajectory results in
highly competitive fan groups. Fans take up the responsibility of promoting their
favoured idols through collective efforts, such as purchasing billboards and sponsoring
free tram rides on Keung To’s birthday. Mirror’s success, therefore, depends on cultivat-
ing and capitalising on an intimate relationship with fans that invites continued con-
sumption and involvement (Galbraith, 2018). Such an ‘affective economy’ centring on
the fan-consumers’ emotional commitment serves as a foundation of Mirror’s commer-
cial success, exemplified by their sales of 12,000 expensive packages to the idol group’s
fifth-anniversary celebration in Hong Kong Disneyland that includes a 3-second
exchange of greetings with the idols.

Understanding the power of their consumption and activities in boosting the artists’
visibility, financial return and market position, fans are ‘actively and knowingly labor-
ing’ (Galbraith, 2016: 259) as an expression of love and loyalty to the artist. Besides
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birthday celebrations, Mirror fans produce fan merchandise, organise chart-beating
(Zhang and Negus, 2020) and manage fan clubs (Yu, 2022). Deeply engaged in creating
idols and maintaining their success, fans attain a sense of achievement and are collec-
tively empowered as a community.

Affect: mapping fandom and political feelings

Fostering idols hinges on fans’ devotional involvement in creating a star and witnessing
their growth, a process evoking feelings of love, pleasure, happiness and belonging. At
the same time, when a social movement demobilised, the public experienced a drastic
shift from a highly energised site of mobilisation to a mix of feelings of exhaustion, dis-
appointment, isolation, fear and dishope, a dimension that is often overlooked in the
study of social movements and their demobilisation. Affect, in that regard, is a crucial
aspect of inquiry if we are to understand the lived experience of the fans who are also
part of the public undergoing sociopolitical changes. The notion of affect or emotion has
already found a place in fan studies (Grossberg, 1992; Hills, 2015; King-O’Riain, 2021)
and political studies (Ahmed, 2014; Jasper, 1998; Papacharissi, 2015). However, their
intersection, particularly in a restraining political environment, is largely underexplored.
It is within this theoretical and empirical gap that I offer an account of affect that advances
the understanding of how fans feel and make sense of their reality through their fandom,
and what a certain way of doing and feeling fandom reflects about the broader social or
political reality.

The feelings generated in fandom are often described in vocabularies of emotions like
pleasure and joy. Affect, on the other hand, is located outside of the cognitive and repre-
sentational model of language (Massumi, 2015). As an immanent experience arising
from bodily encounters, affect traverses the body in indeterminate and contingent ways.
These traversal intensities can only be ‘imperfectly housed in the proper names we give
to emotions (hope, fear, and so on)’ (Anderson, 2009: 77). Therefore, fandom as an
assemblage of affect can sometimes be inarticulable or even disorienting and blinding.
However, this is not to fall back to the assumption of fans being irrational, passive dupes,
that has been debunked by fan scholars over the years. It is rather to recognise that affects
cannot be fully captured or mastered by subjectivity and consciousness (McManus,
2011). This has several analytical implications for the present research. While the pur-
pose of interviews is to understand how fans interpret their feelings and behaviours, 1
also incorporate my analysis with their non-verbal expressions, what is stressed and what
is eschewed, and the conflicts and discrepancies within their discourse; meanwhile not-
ing that the analysis is both interpretative and reflexive of my positionality as a researcher
from Hong Kong. Indeed, such affective ambivalence makes it difficult to draw an
immediate relationship between their fan and political feelings. What I am interested in,
then, is how the interactions of different sites of the fans’ affective sensibility construct
their subjectivity, perception of political reality and their relation with it.

This is why Lawrence Grossberg’s (1992) theorisation of the ‘mattering maps’
becomes useful here. Grossberg maintains that while affect is ambivalent, it is not com-
pletely disorganised and abstracted from our situated sociality. On the contrary, it consti-
tutes the ‘mattering maps’ that effect our position in the world:
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[Affect] operates within and, at the same time, produces maps which direct our investments in
and into the world; these maps tell us where and how we can become absorbed — not into the
self but into the world — as potential locations for our self-identifications, and with what
intensities. (Grossberg, 1992: 57)

Fandom is one site of the ‘mattering maps’ where the fan can locate some sense of
their identity. This site also interacts with other aspects of life, including the political, for
‘mattering maps also involve the lines that connect the different sites of investment; they
define the possibilities for moving from one investment to another, of linking the various
fragments of our identity together’ (Grossberg, 1992: 60). The continuous unfolding of
our affective investments suggests that what matters to us and how it matters are always
in flux. The various fragments of our identity may become incongruent, while they can
also modity, constitute and orient one another to construct a lived coherence.

Affective encounters therefore enclose a potentiality of change. In the words of Brian
Massumi, ‘when you affect something, you are at the same time opening yourself up to
being affected in turn, and in a slightly different way than you might have been the
moment before. You have made a transition, however slight” (Massumi, 2015: 4). The
feeling of empowerment, ‘the reciprocal nature of affective investment’ (Grossberg,
1992: 64), exemplifies this change. According to Grossberg (1992), empowerment is
about the construction of the possibility to make a change, however slight, in the fan’s
life and beyond:

Fans are empowered in the sense that they are now capable of going on, of continuing to
struggle to make a difference. Fans’ investment in certain practices and texts provides them
with strategies which enable them to gain a certain amount of control over their affective life,
which further enables them to invest in new forms of meaning, pleasure and identity in order to
cope with new forms of pain, pessimism, frustration, alienation, terror and boredom. (Grossberg,
1992: 64-65)

This idea of empowerment grounded on change serves as a point of departure for me
to interrogate how affective encounters in fandom can enable fans to repattern negative
affects that restrain their control and agency in other aspects of life, to resonate with the
sociopolitical reality in hitherto different ways, to rupture existing relations and to create
new spheres of sociality.

While the indeterminacy of affect makes possible a change, it may not necessarily be
patterned in a subversive or empowering way. As previously discussed, the majority of
literature on fandom and politics assumes that fandom, as an affective resource, can be
mobilised for social change. Similarly, the studies of political feelings largely focus on
their productive role, for example how anger over injustice can be structured into politi-
cal action (Jasper, 1998); or how networked publics are ‘activated and sustained by feel-
ings of belonging and solidarity’ (Papacharissi, 2015: 9). But how affects shape an
individual’s capacity to act is always situated within historical and subjective experience.
In liberal contexts, it may be easy to frame political disengagement derived from a ‘dis-
enchantment’ (loss of trust, cynicism) in democracy as a lack that needs to be ‘revital-
ised’ (Jenkins, 2018). This framing however overlooks how living under repression and
constant fear can affect individuals in a way that political withdrawal is practised as a
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form of self-protection and self-care. As I will show, how affects orient Mirror fans’
actions is subject to the changing reality they find themselves in, which is inseparable
from the political and cultural discourses in Hong Kong. This requires a turn to emotions
because they help ‘explain not only how we are affected in this way or that, by this or
that, but also how those judgements then hold or become agreed as shared perceptions’
(Ahmed, 2014: 208). Terms like ‘frustration’, ‘despair’ and ‘dishope’ in my analysis
therefore stem from both their construction in public discourse and how they are mobi-
lised by individual fans to interpret their feelings.

Methodology

This research combines my participant observation at Mirror’s fifth-anniversary celebra-
tion in Hong Kong Disneyland on November 1, 2023, and 14 semi-structured interviews
with 15 Mirror fans (two interviewed together) conducted between November 2023 and
January 2024. All interviews were conducted in Cantonese and translated into English by
myself. Initial informants were selected through acquaintances and contacts made at
Disneyland, followed by a snowball sampling based on interviewees’ referrals. To
account for the varying fan experiences and age diversity — particularly a sizable middle-
aged fan base who, according to my informants, have greater resources to engage in fan
activities,! informants were selected from different social circles and age spectrums.
Gender was not a criterion of selection but all 15 informants turned out to be female.
Noting the gender unproportionality of my sample, I retain these respondents as it is
reflective of the Mirror fan community, which is by and large female.? Political identifi-
cation was not a strict criterion, but referrers, aware of the research’s political focus,
recommended fans whom they think are pro-democracy. I did not explicitly inquire
about their political identification, but 14 informants demonstrated pro-democracy
views, and one self-claims to be ‘politically neutral’ with no interest in politics. Informed
consent was obtained before interviews, and all informants’ identities were anonymised.

Fandom as a Disney-like escape

On an ordinary Wednesday morning, I was travelling on Hong Kong’s subway, cramped
among weary commuters heading to work. As the train approached Disneyland, groups
of female fans in coloured uniform t-shirts cheerfully lit up the platform. It was the fifth
anniversary of Mirror, whose company reserved the entire Disneyland park for celebra-
tion. Attending my first Mirror fan event alone, I was warmly greeted by three fans in
their 40s to 50s whom I had connected with through an acquaintance. The first thing they
did was to pass me their self-made paper fan of Edan, a member of Mirror, which turned
out to be a life-saver in the 30°C heat. As we walked towards the centre of Disneyland,
Main Street was already lined up with picnic mats, foldable chairs that somehow got
sneaked in despite being banned, umbrellas and bags of supplies — fans were claiming
the best spot for the parade of Mirror later. They were joyfully discussing strategies of
how to make it to different locations to maximise the chance of seeing the idols, running
around looking for friends, passing each other umbrellas, water bottles and portable elec-
tric fans and, of course, taking photos of their Mirror baby dolls with the backdrop of the
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Disney Castle. The three fans I hung out with — one who came over right after sending
her daughter to school while the other two took leave from work — exclaimed, ‘this is so
youthful. It’s like an autumn school trip!’

Much of the time on that day was spent waiting under a brutal sun for about 2 minutes
of seeing Mirror at a round-the-park parade, 3 seconds of close interaction with two idols
at a streamline-style meet-and-greet and a 45-minute performance at the main stage
cramped with 12,000 fans. Though complaining all day about how hot and tiring it was,
this does not stop fans from wanting to go again and again to these events. I later inter-
viewed two young fans I met at Disneyland, Natalie and Doris (20s), on why they were
so enthusiastic about these activities. Recounting how they became ‘CP fans’ (fans ship-
ping two idols as a couple) of Anson Lo and Edan after watching their boys’ love televi-
sion series in 2021, the best friends were jumping on their seats,

The passion for chasing stars is like a fever! It’s like back in high school, a group of friends
doing something together to make themselves happy. Chasing Mirror is like a first love for
Hong Kong stars! (Natalie and Doris, 20s)

Such passion is apparently not age specific. The same kind of ‘first love’-like excite-
ment was seen on the faces of the three mature fans. Not only were they willing to sit
under a burning sun for hours just for a glimpse of their idols, they would spend thou-
sands of Hong Kong dollars purchasing multiple-day concert tickets (touted as high as
six times of the original price) and any products endorsed by the stars.

Their feverish commitment in supporting Mirror to ‘make themselves happy’, how-
ever, came about in a depressing time:

From 2019 to 2021, we were just exhausted! Every day was exhausting! The sense of failure
was overwhelming. The whole society was filled with the feeling of powerlessness. But what
else could you do? You still had to get to work every day. Then out of a sudden, everyone was
talking about this boys’ love drama. Of course you go watch it. (Natalie and Doris, 20s)

Natalie and Doris are not alone. The same mental fatigue they articulated is echoed by
each of my informants, including the one who claims no interest in politics. According
to the fans, bleakness penetrates all parts of life in post-movement Hong Kong. The
media is filled with depressing news every day; the society was locked up in a never-
ending pandemic social isolation, while family and friends are emigrating one after
another. In their most used phrases, feelings of ‘powerlessness’, ‘repression’, ‘heartbro-
kenness’ and ‘despair’ piled up without an outlet, especially not being able to travel to
take a break from the city because of pandemic restrictions. In particular related to the
social movement, some acknowledge that they experienced depression symptoms,
including insomnia (Zita, 40s), being easily agitated and bursting into tears (Mrs. Ma,
60s; Samantha, 20s) and completely losing motivation:

My mood plunged to the bottom when I learnt that Stand News was closing down. I couldn’t
bring myself to do anything. [. . .] When chasing Mirror, I was avoiding my negative emotions.
The more time I spend following Mirror, the less time I have for reading the news. (Kate, 30s)
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In need of distraction, fans were drawn to Mirror, who became the talk of the town in
2021. Their endless media updates and activities became the best kill-time in a repressive
and isolated time. Much like the fantastical Disneyland which promises a joyful escape,
not only does fandom offer an outlet for the emotions and pressure experienced in politi-
cal life (among other aspects of life), it is also a channel to regain happiness as Natalie
and Doris describe.

The relief and comfort generated in fandom extend beyond the individual. The three
mature fans from Disneyland, for example, met by exchanging Mirror-related informa-
tion, then started going to fan events and making fan products together. Other fans con-
nect through operating Instagram pages on fan photography (Natalie, 20s), fan arts
(Beatrice, 20s) and boys’ love fanfiction (Kate, 30s). Some of these connections even
develop into real-life friendships:

It is very precious that we get to make friends with common interests and values through the
fan community. We probably go to see other concerts and movies more than we go to Mirror’s
(laugh)! I am in a small fans’ Telegram group where a mother would share the updates of her
newborn; and a foodie would recommend good restaurants to us. This kind of connection is a
bit silly but quite heart-warming. (Vivian, 30s)

Such form of sociality through interpersonal connection with other fans offers impor-
tant affective support in a highly isolated post-movement and pandemic time. This sense
of community not only empowers the individual, as Yiu Fai Chow (2024) observes in his
study of a Mirror concert accident, but also sustains a collective form of resilience, espe-
cially in the healing process of shared traumatic experiences. This is echoed by Nancy:

This fan community gives me a lot of comfort. You know, many people have left; many were
hurt, mentally; and many were arrested. We all need a space, a space outside of this predicament.
It’s like people going dancing, playing mah-jong, or hiking together, these kinds of common
hobbies. (Nancy, 50s)

While fans’ interactions largely occur online, the shared interest in Mirror provides them
an excuse to meet in person, sharing a long-missing feeling of being together. On a larger
scale, chasing Mirror offers fans a safe space — unintervened by the authorities — to gather
in Causeway Bay to celebrate Keung To’s birthday. Such mass gatherings generate an
embodied sense of communality, like how [ was moved by the contagious euphoria filling
up Disneyland on Mirror’s anniversary. These celebrative gatherings manifest the ‘space’
that Nancy refers to — it is ‘safe’ not only from police crackdown, but also from the harsh
social and political reality they find themselves in. Such comfort is derived from a shared
happiness as pure and youthful, regardless of age, as ‘a group of high-school friends doing
something together to make yourself happy’ (Natalic and Doris, 20s). As Nancy adds,
‘this makes it . . . makes it easier to get through the suffering’.

‘Not related to politics’?

From the anecdotes of my informants, Mirror fandom’s connection to politics, in a way,
seems coincidental. During the society’s lowest point, this idol group just so happened to
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rise to the fore and appeal to a broad audience. While Kate (30s) clearly articulates chas-
ing Mirror as an escape from her political emotions, interestingly, she remarked, ‘person-
ally I don’t relate Mirror to the social movement or politics’. This inconsistency appears
in a few other fans’ narratives as well (e.g. Ting, 40s; Irene, 20s). In the interviews, when
I posed the question ‘how do you feel in general during that time you became a fan’
without referring to politics, many naturally described their political feelings. They
quickly establish a stark emotional contrast between chasing Mirror and their negative
political emotions. Many also agree that the Mirror wave is inseparable from the social
movement. Yet, they would distance their own fandom from politics with statements like
‘it’s not about politics’. The ‘mattering maps’ constructing this narrative, as I will show,
are in fact interwoven with the wider public discourse of Mirror/fandom in the aftermath
of the social movement.

After the protests ended, Hong Kong’s society became highly polarised and politi-
cised. The ideological divide between ‘yellow’ (pro-democracy) and ‘blue’ (pro-govern-
ment, pro-Beijing) camps exacerbates into affective polarisation, a partisan affect
towards opposing political parties that increasingly gains prevalence in the west (Iyengar
et al., 2019). Affective publics, as termed by Zizi Papacharissi (2015), were formed
online where anger towards the government and empathy for protestors fueled everyday
actions (Lee, 2020). Entertainment artists, television channels, shops and brands are
labelled either yellow or blue, leaving little space in between. These arbitrary labels are
characterised as a moral compass of conscience (e.g. local artists with interests in the
Chinese market condemned for releasing pro-China statements in 2019, see Chow et al.,
2024), whereas for consumers, it almost becomes a moral compulsion to follow these
strict sets of rules. All aspects of life are politicised to a point that causes further mental
fatigue and social tension:

You are extremely exhausted from constantly insisting and restricting yourself . . . when you
want to relax occasionally, Mirror, being neither yellow nor blue, can be enjoyed as pure
entertainment. (Irene, 20s)

At this time, it is good to have no political stance, no ideology. (Ting, 40s)

That period was so sensitive that even travelling felt wrong. You were not allowed to have any
entertainment because your only focus had to be on ‘that thing’ [politics]. When Mirror came
along, people started posting about them and other happy things. It loosens up a really tense
society. This can’t be a bad thing, right? (Natalie, 20s)

Fans’ narrative of ‘not related to politics’, therefore, encapsulates a desire to depoliti-
cise their own fandom to safeguard the apoliticalness of Mirror, and hence the
‘Disneyland’ of their fan life. This is one reason why, along with preventing conflicts and
protecting the idols, no-politics becomes a norm in large Telegram fan groups. All my
informants also avoid discussing politics with other fans, including those they regularly
meet for fan activities.?

Despite fans’ efforts to avoid politics, Mirror cannot escape from this whirlpool of
affective polarisation. During the Anti-ELAB movement, the long-monopolising free-to-
air channel TVB faced a public backlash for its pro-Beijing news coverage. As calls for
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boycott against TVB rose, its main contender ViuTV saw a seminal surge in viewership
with its relatively ‘neutral’ political stance, ‘occasional reference to elements of social
activism’ and less canned-style programming (Chan, 2023). Very quickly, both television
broadcasters and their audience were arbitrarily associated as opposing camps of ‘blue’
and ‘yellow’. As the most prolific artists of ViuTV, Mirror is sometimes supposed to be
pro-democracy despite never stating a political stance. Controversy then arose when
Mirror endorsed ‘blue’ brands and supported government campaigns. Mirror fans,
assumed as ‘yellow’, were criticised by the pro-democracy camp for ‘blindly supporting’
their idol and prioritising their fandom over political conscience (LIHKG, 2021b).# In
response, my informants defended their idols by asserting that certain commercial and
political needs are inevitable in their job, while citing ViuTV’s efforts to keep Mirror
away from sensitive political events and quoting hints that some Mirror members are
indeed pro-democracy, or at least not pro-government.

But how might these instances of affective polarisation affect the fans? On one hand,
they strive to keep their fandom a haven from politics; on the other, Mirror is repeatedly
drawn into the public’s affective polarisation, forcing them to confront the tension
between their political identity and fan identity. Irene (20s), for example, had insisted on
supporting only ‘yellow’ businesses for 2 years. However, when McDonald’s, labelled
‘blue’ during the movement, launched a city-wide Mirror advertising campaign in 2022,
Irene could not resist buying a meal to exchange Mirror’s collectables:

When I told you just now, I still felt that guilt (laugh). It’s like breaking a precept, like eating
meat after being a vegetarian. But the fact is that I did walk inside. I did convince myself: it’s
just for one meal. Somehow;, I still have this indescribable feeling . . . this uneasy feeling right
now. (Irene, 20s)

Irene’s inarticulable, ‘uneasy’ feeling registers an affective ambivalence arising from
the friction between her political and fan-self. At the moment she decided to step inside
McDonald’s, she tried to make sense of her choice and to repattern a feeling of guilt so
as to reconstruct a coherence in her self-identification. However, this coherence remains
unstable as the hint of guilt resurfaced when she was confronted with this decision during
our interview. Despite ‘breaking her precept’, this feeling of uneasiness is not to be dis-
missed. It carries the weight of her political beliefs and guides her other actions: ‘I
warned myself: McDonald’s is tops. No, you may not touch Maxim’s [a restaurant fran-
chise labelled as pro-government]’ (Irene, 20s).

This internal process of affective dissonance and reconciliation is not only about the
individual. It is mapped onto the broader yellow-or-blue public discourse that affects the
individual almost as a moral compass. It is also constituted socially by the discourse
within fan groups who debate and justify what is acceptable and what is not. Whenever
a political baseline is tested, the individual, intra-group (fans) and inter-group (public)
processes of negotiation take place and affect one another.

Targeting from the fan craze over McDonald’s collectables to fans’ justification of
Mirror’s ‘involuntary’ participation in government campaigns, the affectively charged
online scrutiny of Mirror even develops into an anti-fan discourse that frames Mirror as
a political pacifying and stabilising tool, distracting fans from politics with entertainment
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and absorbing them into the regime’s control (LIHKG, 2021a). This view is also influ-
enced by a general perception of (female) fandom as immature, irrational and unstable
(Pang, 2024). Escapism, in particular, is often seen negatively as ‘an inability to face
facts — the real world’ (Tuan, 1998: 5). In response to this critique, some fans in fact agree
that the government plays a passive part in enabling the rise of Mirror by loosening pub-
lic gathering restrictions (Daisy, 50s; Natalie and Doris, 20s). Nevertheless, they main-
tain that using fandom as an escape does not render them governable political subjects.
It is only that they had already lost hope in the political future and opted for total disen-
gagement from it:

I don’t want to watch. I don’t want to care. (Ting, 40s; Mrs. Ma, 60s).

Not caring about politics, in this case, differs from the common sense of political
indifference. Neither does it fall into the category of the western ‘disenchantment’ litera-
ture which describes the dispassionate citizens who demobilise or lower their expecta-
tions of political leaders after losing trust and admiration for democracy (Jenkins, 2018).
In Hong Kong, not caring about politics originates from unfulfilled hopes of a struggle
for democracy that makes one feel there is nothing the individual or the public can do to
change that. It also stems from a culture of fear and self-censorship that gradually devel-
ops in the post-National Security Law society (Davis, 2022; Li, 2021). This is evident in
my interviews. A sense of hesitation and anxiety transpires through the way my inform-
ants talk about politics, such as not directly naming what happened in 2019. The over-
whelming sense of powerlessness and fear causes numbing — but ‘not that chasing Mirror
would numb myself into believing the problems of the society have disappeared’ (Irene,
20s) as suggested by the anti-fan discourse. It is rather a numbness to the slow and
opaque pain of grief in losing one’s city. This grief is not explicitly stated by fans. It is
rather a tone that underlies the despair as they describe Hong Kong in its current state:

I do not see hope now. There is no need to be angry, no need to care! There is no hope! Either
you leave, or you stay and shut your mouth. Do not care about them [the regime]. They do
whatever they want! (Mrs. Ma, 60s)

The numbness towards the loss of hope leads to displacement of these negative,
restraining affects onto somewhere else — basically to look away.

In this case, fandom as a way of escape does not equate with complacency towards the
current situation or silent compliance with the regime. What people ask themselves now
is also not about how to galvanise and sustain political engagement as discussed in lib-
eral democracies, but rather how to live on, to restore some kind of control and hope in
life in a political reality that one already loses (institutional) power over:

When you decide to stay [not emigrate] but cannot see a way out, live well. Chase an idol, go
travel, eat whatever you want. (Ting, 40s)

Be it the social movement or the pandemic, when you invest so much energy in things you
cannot control, you suffer. Self-care is the most important thing. It is not selfish. It is only by
staying safe that you can win in the end. (Samantha, 20s)
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Stemming from a critical affective need to live on, to escape a loop of constant suffer-
ing, using fandom as an escape is an act of self-care and self-protection. This reconstitu-
tion of negative affects that are restraining one’s sense of agency through an active
investment and labouring in fandom — spending time, energy and money — demonstrates
the fan’s affective agential capacity to feel differently (McManus, 2011). It also enables
the fans to invest in new meaning, such as by reframing the space of Causeway Bay as
something positive:

The same crossroad that was filled with saddening memories of how to disperse, how to scatter
into the alley is now transformed into a place of celebration, somewhere I look forward to
going. (Samantha, 20s)

The empowerment of fandom, in the framing of Grossberg, lies in the sense of control
fans could obtain over their affective life, and over what it means to live in — and to enjoy
— the city again. In fact, Ting and Samantha’s understanding of self-care is closely con-
nected to the popular post-movement discourse of ‘living well’, the nurturing of a healthy
mental and physical state in order to ‘win in the end’, even if one cannot see a way out yet.

Finding hope in a hopeless time

Indeed, one may say that Mirror fandom’s connection to politics is coincidental — if it is
not Mirror, it could be within something else that people find an affective escape from
the political reality. This article is therefore not interested in the question ‘why Mirror?’,
but rather what this phenomenon reflects about the public sentiments amid the recent
political shifts. In this section, I specifically turn to the symbolism of Mirror as fostered
idols to reflect what hope is in a time described as hopeless.

When asked what Mirror represents, fans’ answers recall the common tropes of fos-
tered idols: ‘dreams’, ‘hard work’ and ‘perseverance’. In the reality show King Maker,
Mirror has established its image as youngsters with ordinary backgrounds and struggles.
The show’s early episodes would expose the contestants’ substandard singing, uncoordi-
nated dancing, laziness and poor attitudes. By showcasing their ordinariness, the show
places ‘the whole training and idol development process into the public view’ (Lee and
Zhang, 2021: 531) and highlights their hard work and improvements made with instruc-
tors’ mentoring. The show also aims at promoting audience identification with the idols
by foregrounding their characters and heartfelt personal stories, such as the 17-year-old
low-esteemed Keung To being body-shamed at a young age, the shy introvert Jeremy Li
growing up in a struggling family without parental support and professional dancers who
yearn for a chance to shine at the front stage. After their shot to stardom, Mirror stays
connected to their fans on social media, sharing daily life updates and even their strug-
gles and feelings towards criticisms, ‘motivating fans to stay positive and work hard
together’ (Natalie and Doris, 20s).

These coming-of-age stories, compared to the economically driven ‘can-do’ attitude
of Hong Kong’s ‘Lion Rock spirit’ from last century, seem to resonate more with the
current public sentiment:
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When Hong Kong is undergoing a dark time, when the society is still in recovery and enters a
state of stillness, it seems . . . not sure if ‘despair’ is the right word . . . Like when everyone
seems to be giving up the city, this group of people work very hard to be the best of themselves,
to shine, and to stay true to themselves. Not giving up in a hopeless city, Mirror has a radiance
in them that makes me feel like at least . . . there is hope. (Irene, 20s)

Here, Irene constructs her narrative of hope by drawing a parallel between the young
idols’ personal story and the society at large. This parallel, mostly felt than reasoned,
implies what fans are looking for in a city of despair. As Nancy succinctly puts it:

[When you follow an artist,] it feels like you are trying to uncover something from their persona
. .. looking for some evidence of how Hong Kongers persevere. I cannot pin down exactly
what we are persevering for, but we are. (Nancy, 50s)

This desire to search for the qualities of having a dream, perseverance and authentic-
ity within Mirror and other artists ensues after persistence and sacrifice were disap-
pointed in the social movement. This makes these qualities all the more treasured and
identifiable to the audience. The ‘evidence’ that these 12 idols are persisting in their area
of passion in a city where most people ‘seem to have given up’ demonstrates that perhaps
hope is possible. Though, the fans’ interchanging use of ‘they’ (Mirror) and ‘we’ (Hong
Kongers), as well as their uncertainty of what exactly Hong Kongers are persevering for,
suggests that hope is more ambivalently experienced.

Samantha (20s) offers a more elaborate account of how Mirror’s accomplishment
heralds a feeling of hope for society. Self-identified as Jeremy Li’s ‘mother’ (despite
being of similar age), Samantha feels sympathetic for him as the ‘underdog’ of the idol
group and develops a sense of motherly obligation in supporting him (Zhao and Wu,
2021). Quoting the lyrics of Mirror’s popular song ‘Warrior’, Samantha expresses,

‘Embracing a new era in full steam’. Jeremy’s success is living proof that hard work does pay
off. Perhaps we can still play our bad cards well. Perhaps we will eventually get what we
deserve, like my son [Jeremy]. (Samantha, 20s)

Specifically, she refers to the breakthrough of Jeremy in winning a prominent award
after 2 years of hard work and being ‘unfairly treated and looked down upon’. This, in
her words, heralds a feeling that the never-ending cycle of ‘injustice” and ‘absurdity’ in
society can indeed be disrupted. The success story of her ‘son’ signifies a possibility of
change — perhaps not in an explicitly political sense, but as an imaginary that ‘there is a
way out’. By which she looks up to him as a totem of faith to ‘carry on in this wretched
world’ (Samantha, 20s).

Such an affective projection of hope is similarly observed in the mother identification
of some mature fans. As a mother of two, Mrs. Ma (60s) feels immensely powerless and
‘heartbroken’ when ‘kids were unfairly treated’ in the social movement. This sense of
guilt of senior citizens — in Mrs. Ma’s case not being able to do more for youngsters — is
found to facilitate cross-generational affective solidarity in 2019 (Tang and Cheng,
2021). Interestingly, the same tone of grievance is expressed when Mrs. Ma describes
Keung To, ‘I really see him as my son! He started his career at such a young age and has
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to face a lot of criticism. He needs my protection!” The parallel between her motherly
sympathy and protectiveness for the youngsters of Hong Kong and for Keung is acknowl-
edged by Mrs. Ma herself. “Why is being young a fault?’, she quotes the lyrics of Keung’s
‘Masterclass’. While admitting that under the current political situation the future of
young people is rather bleak, supporting Keung, to her, is a way of ‘giving opportunities
to the youngsters to walk their own path’ and ‘finding hope in those who are still trying
their best in their field’.

The narrative of hope by the above informants seems to orient towards a general feel-
ing rather than a concrete idea concerning the (political) future. In an arguably realistic
sense, the success of Mirror as fostered idols has nothing to do with the actual improve-
ments in the (political) reality of the society; neither would fans’ support for these young-
sters with a dream change the reality of many others (as Mrs. Ma urges her own children
to leave Hong Kong ‘for a better future’). Then, is this affective, imaginary projection of
hope — that ‘we will eventually get what we deserve’ (Samantha, 20s) — onto the almost
fairytale-like story of Mirror a kind of wishful thinking? What is the difference, if any,
between hope and wishful thinking?

Wishful thinking is often described as a naivity ungrounded in any objective reality.
Duggan and Muiioz (2009), in their feminist reading of Ernst Bloch, distinguish this
‘abstract hope’ from the mode of hope that helps us imagine and enact real change. As a
generative force, the latter entails ‘imagining what things could be’ by seeing the present
condition as not enough (p.278; emphasis in original). But what if people cannot imagine
another reality than the one they find themselves trapped in? What if constant disappoint-
ment has made them tired of challenging the existing political conditions imposed upon
them; and tired of holding onto a hope of change that is evidently impossible? This is
what I observe in Mirror fans’ political discourse. ‘I don’t want to watch. I don’t want to
care’, as expressed by fans, entails an acceptance that the desired political outcome will
not arrive in the foreseeable future. When we ‘lose hope’, we may turn to a kind of wish-
ful thinking, an ungrounded belief, that things will turn for the better because we have no
other choice. The belief that ‘perhaps we will eventually get what we deserve’ may seem
outwardly naive, which Samantha also admits herself; but this displacement of hope —
the attempt to locate hope elsewhere than the reality that we have admittedly lost control
— constitutes a form of self-liberation. While this projection of hope may be based on a
fantasy to some extent manufactured in the commercial logic of fostered idols, the affec-
tive agency demonstrated is no less different than the practice of hope Duggan and
Muioz (2009) argue for — one which helps us escape from an emotional condition predi-
cated on control (p.278). It liberates us from the suffering of constant disappointment
entailed in hoping, enabling us to go on to lead a meaningful, happier life (as reflected in
the post-movement discourse of ‘living well’) within the given conditions.

Conclusion

The fan politics in post-2019 Hong Kong sheds light on the empowering and depoliticis-
ing potential of fandom in politically restrictive environments. This moves away from an
oversimplifying relationship between fandom and political engagement that predomi-
nates current literature. By which, it also calls for a re-evaluation of the notions of hope
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and agency beyond simple terms of political (in)action. Mirror fans’ tactics of self-care,
communality and investment in new meanings demonstrate that hope can be elicited in
various, unexpected ways of transcending the confines of the present, of generating
change, that do not necessarily have to encompass an actual improvement, the will to
change, nor the imagination of a better future specifically in the realm of life where the
affect of hopelessness originates. It is these changes, however slight, that inspire the feel-
ing that things could be different as fans are, in effect, affecting something and opening
themselves up to be affected in return (Massumi, 2015: 4). Although they may not imme-
diately bring forth a political result, these changes all constitute parts of how the society
is imagining and effecting the future.

I would like to end with a personal reflection. When I began to unpack the meanings
behind this fan phenomenon, the greatest task, to my best belief, was to affectively reso-
nate with Mirror to a level of intensity that could allow me to understand and feel what
fans feel. But as my ethnographic journey unfolds, another dimension of our resonation
comes to the fore: the way we experience the rapid transformations of the city beyond
our control. In our interviews, the political naturally surfaces as a factor underscoring my
informants’ lived experience, including their fan life, in the past few years. Following
Grossberg, Joke Hermes (2009: 116) maintains that audience research is ‘to reconstruct
“mattering maps”’ and follow affective energy to understand how they shape identities
and realities. In tracing the mattering maps of Mirror fans — why they became a fan, how
they do fandom and how it has affected them, my research reveals how the affective
worlds fans map out, often using the languages circulating in public discourse, reflect the
current sentiments of the society. To me, writing about Mirror fandom is a way to write
about Hong Kong. And writing about Hong Kong at this particular historical juncture is
to understand what happened and how we go from here, a process which I have written
myself into as I interpret and resonate with fans’ personal affective experiences.
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Notes

1. The lack of purpose in family or career life is quoted as another factor by a middle-aged,
‘politically indifferent’ informant.

2. Heteronormative gender dynamics are observed in Mirror’s marketed appeal (except Anson
Lo’s queer image, see Pang (2024)), and the once-popularised ‘ex-husband’ label satirising
married women’s obsession with Mirror, along the mother—son projection among young and
mature fans (to be discussed). I attempted to investigate age and gender as variables in fans’
affective investments and political feelings, but the interview data did not yield a conclusive
relationship relevant to this research.

3. They report that this avoidance of politics gradually shifts from preventing social conflicts to
self-censorship as fear intensifies over the years.

4.  The criticism largely emerged on LIHKG, a local online forum concentrated by pro-democ-
racy opinion (Kwong, 2023).
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