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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis investigates a controversial police shooting case and aims to 
unfold its underlying complexity from a combination of cultural and legal 
perspectives. Drawing on six in-depth interviews with police officers in Hong 
Kong and conducting textual analysis of court case documents, printed media 
texts, and online forum discussion, this study explores the meaning-making 
processes surrounding a police “shoot to kill” incident. The controversial Limbu 
shooting is the focus of the study. The Limbu shooting took place on March 17, 
2009 in Ho Man Tin, Hong Kong. A Nepalese man who was born and raised in 
Hong Kong, named Limbu Dil Bahadur, was shot dead by a police constable 
(court case files: CCDI 298/2009, HCAL 85/2010, DCPI 570/2012). Looking into 
the processes of mobilizing discursive resources to make sense of public opinion, 
racial difference, human rights, policing, and violence, this study explores the 
contestation of forces in the cultural, legal, and representational realms. Utilizing 
the framework of the model of policing as ideological construction, as drama, and 
as agency, the author argues that the contestation of the discursive blocs manifests 
a police hegemony that has been underway for a long time. 
 
 
 
Keywords: Policing; Police use of force; Race; Right to life; Coroner’s court 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction: Locating the Social Forces in Police Shoot to Kill 

 

“It's my first time to realize that our society condones violence as long 

as the victims are not considered to be valuable people. If you are a 

homeless person, a person who is marginalized, in fact, our society 

allows violence to happen to you. No matter how violent it is to take a 

life, we remain silent,”1 said Fermi Wong2. (translated by the author) 

(Lai, 2017, p. 361) 

 

The Limbu Shooting (林寶案) 

 It was 17th March 2009 afternoon, and the police received a complaint 

from a woman that a man was urinating at a hillside in Ho Man Tin, opposite to 

Lok Man Sun Chuen. The event was narrated by various news reports as follows. 

According to a newspaper account, a police constable arrived shortly after he was 

assigned to handle the nuisance complaint on his own (Lee, 2009a; C. Lo & 

Tsang, 2009). The police constable met the man the complainant depicted, who is 

Limbu Dil Bahadur (林寶), the deceased, at the hillside. The deceased is a 

Nepalese man, and later newspaper reports revealed that he was born and raised in 

Hong Kong (Lee, 2009b; C. Lo, 2009). Ka-ki Hui, the police constable, stopped 

Limbu and requested him to present identification, but Limbu answered “No” to 

Hui and started walking away (“Gun cop tells of failed attempts to subdue 

attacker,” 2009). The police constable claimed that he put his hand on Limbu’s 

shoulder, but Limbu hit the police constable in his face and knocked his 

sunglasses off his face (Chiu, 2009; “Gun cop tells of failed attempts to subdue 

attacker,” 2009). The police constable tried to subdue the deceased by 
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withdrawing his baton to guard against Limbu, and the alleged fighting continued 

(Chiu, 2009). Yet, the police constable argued that using the baton had no effect 

on subduing Limbu and decided to pull his pepper spray to subdue the deceased. 

After using almost the whole can of the spray (but in the inquest, it was revealed 

that there was half of a bottle of pepper spray left), only a small amount got into 

the deceased eyes, and the deceased grabbed some water to wash the pepper spray 

off his eyes (“Gun cop tells of failed attempts to subdue attacker,” 2009). 

Meanwhile, as the report goes, Limbu picked up a wooden chair and started 

attacking Hui again. “Let go of the weapon,” Hui shouted for a few times, but 

Limbu smashed the wooden chair against a tree, and the chair broke into pieces 

(“Gun cop tells of failed attempts to subdue attacker,” 2009; Man, 2009). The 

police constable then forwent his baton and pulled his gun out of the holster 

because he feared that he would be killed (N. Lau, 2009; Tsang, 2009). “Police, 

do not move, or else I will shoot,” Hui warned Limbu in Cantonese (N. Lau, 

2009; Lee, 2009c). The police constable tried to keep a distance from the 

deceased, but then the police constable fell to a “U shape drainage ditch” and 

caused him pain and a numb feeling (Tsang, 2009). However, Limbu did not stop 

attacking Hui with the broken chair after he fell. At the same time, Hui felt his life 

“was threatened,” and he fired a shot to Limbu’s direction (N. Lau, 2009; Tsang, 

2009). They were both frozen for around two seconds. However, after that, the 

deceased started attacking the police constable again, according to the police 

constable when he testified in the court (N. Lau, 2009; Tsang, 2009). The police 

constable felt that he could not avoid the attack, so he fired the second shot (N. 

Lau, 2009). While the police constable’s arm and back were injured, the bullet got 

into Limbu’s head, and he was sent to the hospital. Six hours after the shooting, in 
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the evening on the same day, Limbu passed away in Queen Elizabeth Hospital 

(Lee, 2009a; C. Lo & Tsang, 2009). 

 The Limbu Shooting is a controversial incident in Hong Kong. One of the 

reasons is because it is a police shoot-to-kill incident. In Hong Kong, it is not 

every day that police need to pull their guns out to assist them in getting duties 

done. Four years before the Limbu Shooting, five cases of police opening fire 

were recorded, and two out of five of them resulted in casualties of the suspects 

(“Being Attacked with a Chair”, Ming Pao, 2009). On top of that, the shooting 

provoked hitherto the most massive protest crowd composed of the ethnic 

minority community in Hong Kong to go onto the street, demanding an apology 

and an impartial investigation into the shooting (Lai, 2017; Lam, 2009; A. Wong, 

2009). This reflects the worry about whether the Hong Kong Police Force can 

uphold the principle of impartiality since a person they identified as a part of the 

community was killed with the police’s gun. 

 There are three court cases for the hearing of the Limbu Shooting. The 

coroner’s inquest (CCDI298/2009) was held to look into how the deceased came 

to his death. With the direction given by the coroner, upon applying the necessity 

and proportionality tests, the jury of five reached a verdict of lawful killing after 

76 days of inquest. It dismissed the other two verdict options of manslaughter and 

open verdict. Yet, the widow was unsatisfied with the outcome of the inquest. 

Thus, she applied for a judicial review (HCAL85/2010) aiming to quash the 

verdict of the coroner’s court. The judicial review application, however, was 

dismissed by the judge in the high court. After the dismissal, the widow’s party 

went for a personal injury action case in the district court (DCPI570/2012). The 

personal injury case was not heard in court because the widow and the Hong 
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Kong Police Force reached a settlement, according to what the counsel 

representing the widow told me. In other words, the Limbu Shooting went 

through the exhaustive legal process, and the legal doctrine took up a significant 

role in defining the incident. The legal aspect will become part of the analysis in 

this work.  

 All in all, the Limbu Shooting is a controversial case in the context of 

Hong Kong, in particular, concerning the politics of inter-ethnic relations in Hong 

Kong, human rights (the right to life in this case), and policing in Hong Kong. To 

my knowledge, there has not been any in-depth academic analysis on the 

shooting. I genuinely believe that this academically uncaptured case is worth 

looking into, in which it has different concepts and forces intertwined and are in 

tension. Moreover, by interrogating this police killing incident, I hope it can raise 

questions which we, people in Hong Kong, feel relevant. Especially since June 

2019, the city has been experiencing a challenging time triggered by the Hong 

Kong SAR Government’s attempt to introduce the Extradition Bill. The elements 

of human rights and policing, especially police use of force in Limbu Shooting, 

can surely shed light on what we are facing in today’s Hong Kong. I shall address 

this connection in the conclusion.  

 

The Hong Kong Police Force 

The goal of this section is to outline the significant developments of the 

Hong Kong Police Force since its establishment. By doing so, it will provide 

readers with a sense of how the Police Force operates in Hong Kong. By 

reviewing the organizational reform of the police force, I argue that it may be 

misguided to put forward that the Hong Kong Police Force is merely following a 



 5 

particular colonial police force’s development model as what Jeffries’ (1952) 

teleological analysis would argue. Instead, by revisiting the history of the 

development of the Hong Kong Police Force, it is found that the cause of reforms 

was not due to any kind of programmed colonial police model. However, they 

were highly responsive to the social context of Hong Kong. In other words, this 

part of history invites us to think contextually in discussions related to the Hong 

Kong Police Force. 

 

The Hong Kong Police and the London Metropolitan Police. 

 The segregation of the Western and Chinese population in Hong Kong 

relied upon the police to put it into practice. Police protected the interests of the 

westerners from the ethnic Chinese “troublemakers”. At the same time, the Great 

Qing Criminal Law and British law coexisted during the early days of 

colonization. The coexistence of the Chinese and British law was meant to 

maintain the segregation of the Western and Chinese population in Hong Kong. 

Therefore, one can discern that the choice of the policing system is of contextual 

and practical concern. Some ethnic Chinese leaders were skilfully mobilized by 

the colonial government to rule the people, which was an effective measure to 

govern the locals since the middlemen always do a better job than the giant 

regime.3  

 While it is inaccurate to argue that the Hong Kong Police Force adopts a 

London Metropolitan Police model, historians find that the London Metropolitan 

Police did influence the development of the Hong Kong Police Force. Sir Henry 

Pottinger, the first Governor of Hong Kong, showed his anxiety about the public 

order of Hong Kong (Ng, 1999). As a consequence, he started to organize the 
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Hong Kong Police Force (to replace the temporary police force formed upon the 

arrival of the British) in the year 1843. The way Pottinger built the police force in 

Hong Kong was to seek help from the London Metropolitan Police Force. 

However, this does not mean the principles of the metropolitan police convinced 

Pottinger as he did not even know the beliefs of respecting individual rights and 

freedom held by the metropolitan police (Ng, 1999). The reason for introducing 

the metropolitan police model was merely the excellent branding of the 

metropolitan police force. Based on this random reason, it results in introducing 

the metropolitan model as the basis of the formation of a local police force in 

Hong Kong in the early 19th century. The adoption of the metropolitan police 

force model defined the primary task of the Hong Kong Police Force, which was 

to focus on “crime prevention”. As revealed by some government documents, the 

newly established police force only requested very “community-friendly” 

equipment, which did not include deadly weapons (Ng, 1999, p. 41). This 

reflected the non-military characteristic of the London Metropolitan Police. 

However, as we all know, Hong Kong police are all equipped with firearms a 

decade after the establishment of it, which informs us that the development of 

Hong Kong Police went in the direction of militarization. It is never a story of 

sticking to a particular police organization model.4 

 Other than the model of the London Metropolitan Police, some researchers 

claim that the Royal Irish Constabulary Model would be a more accurate model to 

describe the Colonial Hong Kong Police. It is the fact that Governor McDonald 

imported Sikh police officers from India, which the Sindh Police Force once 

reformed based on the Irish model. Yet, researchers such as Ng (1999) point out 

that there were just a few Sikh police officers imported to Hong Kong, and it 
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would be inaccurate to say that they brought along the Irish model to Hong Kong. 

Rather than relying on the existing model or experience of other police forces, it is 

put forward that the militarization of the Hong Kong Police Force was due to the 

contextual demand instead of direct transplantation of the Irish Constabulary 

military characteristic. For instance, there was an anti-British movement from 

1856 to 1857, which urged the colonial government to think about ways to deal 

with riots (Ng, 1999). As a consequence, it would be logically flawed to label the 

Hong Kong police as an inheritance of the Irish model as the quasi-militarized 

characteristic is found both in the Hong Kong police and Irish police. Therefore, it 

invites a contextual understanding of the development of the Hong Kong police 

concerning the social events that happened during the corresponding period. 

 

The angry period. 

 Under British rule, indigenous people in Hong Kong expressed their 

discontent by going onto the street in the early days of the colonial time. The 

Chinese population was treated unfairly during early colonization. For instance, 

criminal acts carried out by Europeans against the Chinese were taken more 

lightly than those done by Chinese (Carroll, 2007). In addition to this, the Arrow 

Incident in 1856 was another landmark event causing the discontentment of being 

colonized.5 Faced with the prolonged discriminatory treatments by the colonial 

police and anti-British sentiment at that period, Chinese shop owners went on a 

strike, and tens of thousands of Chinese protested at the Central Police Station 

(Ng, 1999). Although the colonial government peacefully resolved large-scale 

protest and strike in 1856, large-scale protests and strikes continued to take place 

in 1857 and 1858, the two years following. 
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 The strikes and protests organized by the Chinese alerted the colonial 

government to the threat posed against its governance. Despite being given more 

power, such as Chinese were allowed to be qualified as lawyers in 1857 and were 

authorized to serve on juries in 1858, the colonial government viewed the Chinese 

population as troublesome, using adjectives such as “corrupt”, “mendacious” and 

“deficient” to describe Chinese (Carroll, 2007, p. 51). One of the policies to cope 

with the threat from the locals was to put the Paoukea system (保甲制度) to an 

end in 1858, which the colonial government decided to be in charge of the order 

within the Chinese community (Ng, 1999, p. 73). 

 The social unrest that happened in the 1850s did not merely contribute to 

the termination of the coexistence of colonial police and the traditional Paoukea 

system; it also played a part in the militarization of the police force. During the 

establishing stage of the colonial police force, firearms were not considered as 

necessary equipment of the police officers. However, after the anti-British unrests 

happened in the 1850s, the primary task of the police force shifted to “internal 

security” from “the efficiency in maintaining public order”, which targeted at 

preventing social instability from happening and being caused by Chinese 

political factors (Ng, 1999, p. 74). Consequently, the colonial government thought 

militarization would be an effective way to repress the factors which would 

threaten the governance. The strategy of policing by coercion was adopted by the 

police after the 1850s to deal with civilians who were not collaborative (L. K. K. 

Ho & Chu, 2012). This explains why the Hong Kong Police Force today is a 

quasi-military force in which police officers usually carry firearms during their 

duties.6 
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The Second World War. 

 Throughout the historical development of the Hong Kong Police Force, as 

suggested earlier, the social context always acts as a determining factor in shaping 

the force. Being one of the regions invaded by the Japanese army, Hong Kong 

was involved in the Second World War. During the Japanese Occupation, some 

European police officers were sent to the concentration camps, and many Chinese 

officers escaped to Mainland China, in contrast, some former police officers 

decided to serve the Japanese army (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 2012). The Second 

World War caused a significant loss in the Hong Kong Police Force. When the 

Second World War ended in 1945, the Police Force was in a crisis of lacking 

human resources. Meanwhile, after the devastation caused by the Second World 

War, the economy of Hong Kong was yet to be reconstructed in the post-war 

period, the living condition of people in general, was undesirable (Carroll, 2007; 

L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 2012). Food supplies, price level, and public order in the 

beginning years of the post-war period were the main areas for the colonial to 

work on (Carroll, 2007). Facing the crises left by the Second World War, it, 

however, served as an opportunity for the police force, especially restoring the 

public order during a tough time in which crimes were prone to happen. 

 In the post-war era, in order to meet the demand for restoring the public 

order effectively and efficiently, the police force experienced a restructuring 

period. If the function of the police is to maintain the public order, strengthening 

the police would be a way out for the colonial government. The most direct 

solution to lacking human resources would be to recruit more officers. During the 

first century of the establishment of the Hong Kong Police Force, ethnic Chinese 

officers had been the minorities and the marginalized ones in the force, while 
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European and other overseas recruited officers were the majorities. Yet, being 

confronted by the human resources shortage problem, the police force had to 

reach out to the local Chinese population to fill up the vacancies since it would be 

the quickest and the most convenient way. Given the economic hard time 

experienced by most of the people, the considerable income of police constable 

attracted a large number of people applying for the positions (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 

2012). The number of ethnic Chinese rank and files before the year 1942 was 

below 800, and it surged to more than 2000 after the war (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 

2012). The expansion marked the localization of the police force. 

 Although the Second World War was a catastrophic historical event to 

Hong Kong, this crisis brought an opportunity to the police force to expand and 

reorganize. The localization of the force was due to the historic occasion, but not 

because of adopting existing policing models. This once again proves that to 

understand the police force; one has to historicize and contextualize—it is never a 

realization of hypothetical theories. 

 

The 1956, 1966 and 1967 riots and the Hong Kong Police Force. 

 Looking back in history, significant changes in the police force are always 

related to social unrests or events that are seen to be threatening the public order. 

Therefore, the three largest scaled riots in the 20th century would be significant in 

shaping today’s Hong Kong Police Force. 

 The 1956 riots in Hong Kong were provoked by the ideological and 

nationalist conflicts related to the broader political contestation outside of Hong 

Kong. The new world order was formulated in the post-war era.7 The 1956 riots 

reminded the administrative level of the insufficiencies of the force, which 
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included “improper training among officers for internal security management, 

insufficient police facilities and firearms, and miscommunication between the 

authorities and citizens” (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 2012). Faced with these weaknesses 

of the police force, it began to undergo a project of modernization. In 1957, a year 

after the series of riots, the Police Tactical Contingent (PTC) was established to 

tackle riots. New tactics were taught to the members of the contingent regarding 

crowd management and anti-riot operations (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 2012). In other 

words, systematic ways of dealing with the public order were introduced, and 

police officers were asked to receive organized training to cope with riots more 

effectively. 

 Other than introducing tactics to improve the performance of the police 

force, the notion of political neutrality of the police force can be traced back to the 

series of riots that took place in 1956. The government showed its concerns about 

the possibility of infiltration of pro-Beijing or pro-Taipei figures into the police 

force (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 2012). As a result, the recruitment procedures of the 

police force were regularized after 1956. Applicants had to declare that they had 

no political affiliation with either the Kuomintang or the Chinese Communist 

Party (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 2012). The claim of political neutrality has to be 

understood with the cold war contextual opposition between the Chinese 

Communist Party and the Kuomintang. To what extent do police have to be 

politically neutral? Is serving the colonial government politically neutral? Thus, 

“political neutrality” was a historical and contextual notion in response to the 

conflicts between the pro-Beijing and pro-Taipei supporters. 

About a decade later, the Hong Kong 1967 Leftist Riots took place, which 

has been seen as an important event that alters various government policies, and 
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the blueprints can still be recognized today.8 Besides restructuring the welfare 

policies, the police force itself underwent several restructuring and made a shift in 

policing strategies. Structural reforms were a) to incorporate the Criminal 

Investigation Division into the uniformed branch, which was previously under the 

direct command of the police headquarters of corresponding police districts, and 

b) to create the Station Sergeant rank. In addition to this, one of the most 

noticeable changes was that the Hong Kong Police was granted the Royal prefix 

from Queen Elizabeth II and renamed as the Royal Hong Kong Police in 1969 to 

commend its effort in handling the 1967 riots. 

Besides, more ground-breaking strategies were implemented, such as to 

upgrade the Police Tactical Contingent (PTC) to Police Tactical Unit (PTU) and a 

reorientation to the community. The newly formed PTU advanced the techniques 

in riot control and required all police officers to undergo 12 weeks of strict 

training (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 2012). In addition to this, the strategies of 

confronting riots emphasized reducing the potential of violence after the 1967 

riots, aiming to reduce the possibility of outbreaks of large-scale social unrest 

similar to the 1967 riots. Therefore, the establishment of PTU was primarily due 

to the force’s need to cope with social unrest. 

The establishment of PTU strengthened the force’s discipline and the 

capability of handling emergencies, which further advanced the quasi-military 

police force. Other than advancing the anti-riot ability of the force, another 

strategy was to enhance the relationship with the community. The Police Public 

Relations Wing was established in the year 1967, in the aftermath of the 1967 

riots to improve the image of the police. Through producing television programs 

and launching community events, it aimed to narrow the gap between the force 
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and the public (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 2012). There are several reasons for 

reorienting to the community. First, it is reported that the mistrust between the 

police and the public was one of the causes that the police were not able to obtain 

current information from the people and act against the rioters accordingly. 

Second, the usage of propaganda was highly successful during the 1967 riots, as 

demonstrated by the Maoist, which inspired the police force to work on public 

relations in order to build up a positive image of itself (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 2012). 

Third, this poses a gesture to involve the public in governance, establishing the 

colonial government’s “right to rule” by a seeming consent of the people (L. K. K. 

Ho & Chu, 2012). This explains why efforts have been put into the construction 

of a professional and friendly image of the police force in the past decades. 

All in all, the riots offer us some insights into viewing the development of 

the Hong Kong Police Force. One can discern that the reorganization of the Hong 

Kong Police Force took place was not without reason. It happened in the 

aftermath of large-scale social unrests, which were seen to be threatening the 

public order. To put it in another way, the restructuring and reorientation of the 

police force were the responses to public order crises. Features we observe today, 

such as the quasi-military feature, the PTU, the effort put into community 

bonding, were all the products of the crises. However, major changes in Hong 

Kong, for instance, the transfer of sovereignty of Hong Kong in 1997 that as it did 

not cause any demolition of the public order, the police force did not make any 

significant changes regarding that. Therefore, if one wants to have an idea of the 

development of the Hong Kong Police Force, looking into the interaction between 

the public order crises and the police force would offer a bigger picture. 
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The police force and the context. 

 The history of the Hong Kong Police Force is an understudied area. As 

one of the largest organizations of the government body, the police departments 

all around the world, however, are with low transparency (Reiner, 1992; Vitale, 

2017). Police departments are always out of the public’s monitor, and yet they 

have extra-legal power authorized by the law (and the state) to exert coercive 

force against civilians. Police departments are usually more mysterious compared 

to other organizations in the government (Lawrence, 2000; Reiner, 1992; 

Skolnick, 2011; Vitale, 2017). Given this characteristic, crafting a history for a 

police force (especially for people who are not within the organization) requires a 

massive amount of effort. Therefore, despite the collection of literature that might 

not provide a critical portrayal of the Hong Kong Police Force, the chronological 

outline of the history of the local police force makes a great contribution to the 

foundation of research of policing in Hong Kong. 

 More importantly, by reviewing the historical development of the Hong 

Kong Police Force, it tells us the relation between the development of the force 

and the local context. First, with the above review section, it is clearly shown that 

the police force in Hong Kong reacts upon the context demands, or to be more 

precise, reacts upon the demand in maintaining the public order. In other words, 

the effort devoted to the structural reform of the police force has always been 

passive, which depends upon the need of the updated condition of the public order 

assessed by the police force. Second, following the logic that the police force is 

structured and developed upon the contextual demand, the model of the Hong 

Kong Police Force is never transplanted from any police force in any other 

country. This breaks the myth that the Hong Kong Police Force is developed 
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based on the London Metropolitan Police model as it was set up during the British 

rule. Therefore, looking into the Hong Kong Police Force provides us a 

perspective to look into the context, in particular, the construct of public order in 

Hong Kong. As asserted by Grossberg (2010, p. 20), at the heart of Cultural 

Studies is the work of doing “radical contextualization”, I believe that by studying 

the police culture in Hong Kong—by unpacking the meaning-making process in 

its material aspect (the police practice in this case), it can help us to map out the 

temporary balance of social forces, and of course, the relations between these 

forces. 

 

Police and Human Rights 

In sum, the role of the police is to address all sorts of human problems 

when and insofar as their solutions do or may possibly require the use of 

force at the point of their occurrence. This lends homogeneity to such 

diverse procedures as catching a criminal, driving the mayor to the 

airport, evicting a drunken person from a bar, directing traffic, crowd 

control, taking care of lost children, administering medical first aid, and 

separating fighting relatives.  

(Bittner, 1970, p. 44) 

 

The institution of police is the actualization of the state monopoly of 

violence. Although police enjoy such a privilege, the use of force of police against 

civilians requires legitimacy. Namely, the use of force to civilians in police 

operations needs to fulfill the principles of necessity and proportionality (S. 

Miller, 2016; Punch, 2011; Reiss, Albert J., 1980). Otherwise, the use of force 

would be considered as excessive use of force, even though there is not always an 

objective and static line drawn between the acceptable and unacceptable degree of 

police use of force (Lawrence, 2000). Although without a universal definition, 
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people would agree that the amount of force applied by police should be 

proportional to the threat and reduced to the least amount needed to finish 

legitimate police tasks, where any force beyond this balance is seen as excessive 

(Alpert & Dunham, 2004, p. 19). When the balance is off, it is inevitable for a 

person to be confused about the greater “balance” of control and security. 

Hence, concerns about the right to life being taken arbitrarily emerged as a 

result of the shooting. Human rights guarantee us dignity, freedom, and equality. 

Nevertheless, how do we draw a linkage between human rights and police? In the 

contemporary world, police are regarded to be of service to human rights and 

humanitarian acts in general (Alderson, 1984; Hornberger, 2010). Police, or 

known as law enforcement, is the link between criminal justice and the public 

(Greene, 2010). Police are entitled to police power to do their jobs. However, if 

police make arbitrary arrests, people’s freedom of movement, assembly, and 

expression will be suspended and their rights are exploited in such a case. Seeing 

that police officers are given more power in their tasks than civilians, sometimes 

questions about the abuse of power by police, which jeopardizes the rights of 

civilians rises. 

Criminologists, particularly with a background in legal and policing, have 

tried to highlight the difficulty, inconsistency and the blind spot in terms of police 

and legality discussions (e.g., Brown, 1927; Greene, 2010; Kleinig, 1998; 

McAdams, Dharmapala, & Garoupa, 2015; Skolnick, 2011). While most works in 

the field of policing do not specifically attend to the relationship between police 

and human rights, these scholars have done the groundwork for us to look into the 

conflict when one argues that policing abuses power in order to jeopardize our 

rights. When numerous works examine the cases of police misuse of power and 
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violation of legal procedures, Skolnick (2011) tries to bring the relationship 

between police and law more fundamentally into perspective. He contends that 

there is a dilemma between social order and the rule of law in police work. By 

“the rule of law”, Skolnick (2011) draws our attention to impartiality, fairness, 

and adherence to due process in the context of policing. It is claimed that the 

difficulties that the police face are increased if they do not adhere to the legality 

principle (Skolnick, 2011). The law is not just made to be an instrument for the 

police to do their jobs to maintain the state’s preferred order, it is at the same time 

made to define the work and the boundary of work of the police. Law 

enforcement is part of the police’s primary duties, which means that the police 

will enforce the law by arresting those who behave against it. Police follow the 

law, and law (in a technical aspect) grants them authority. Therefore, police must 

be accountable to the law and the legislation should govern any of their acts. It 

would be unlawful for them to implement the law while acting outside of the law. 

In other words, police perform their duties to uphold the social order but it should 

not be ignored that they are restricted by law and are required to respect the rights 

of the individual. 

The tension between social order and the restriction on law enforcement 

can be seen in criminal law. Criminal law is not used in principle to restore, 

compensate, or inculcate goodness. Instead, criminal law is intended to prevent 

damage (Alexander & Ferzan, 2009). Police as part of the criminal justice system, 

therefore, is responsible for preventing damage to individuals and society as a 

whole. It is widely known that criminal law contains a set of laws to protect the 

social order. The collection of law, which specializes in the maintenance of social 

order, is known as the substantive part of criminal law. In contrast, another 
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section of criminal law regulates the actions of state agents in “processing citizens 

who are suspected, accused, or found guilty of crime” (Skolnick, 2011, p. 6). The 

nature of the criminal law, therefore, indicates that the goal of maintaining social 

order must be accomplished, ensuring that freedom and civilians’ rights are 

secured (Alexander & Ferzan, 2009; Cross, 2010; Parker, 1977; Skolnick, 2011; 

Skolnick & Fyfe, 1993). To put it in another way, police are constrained by the 

concept of due process that they must obey their codes and regulations in their 

practices to avoid police abuse of power and excessive use of force. The nature of 

criminal law provides a check and balance between police use of power and 

maintenance of public order. 

The police paradox—exercising their extra power and simultaneously 

being made accountable by it—is introduced into legislation that has recognized 

the contradictory nature of law enforcement. However, we usually take the 

criminal justice system—the deconstruction of “law and order” for granted. It is 

our perception that police uphold the "law and order" of society, giving the 

impression that laws and order are cohesive principles that can be propagated 

together through police. Yet there is a conflict between law and order when we 

look at the balance of the two aspects of criminal law. The two's coexistence does 

not mean that law and order live in harmony – but that one of their concepts can 

be overlooked in order to achieve either concept (Skolnick, 2011). The “law” (or 

the rule of law) is not necessary to achieve a preferred order from the state point 

of view, as we can see how it is operated in totalitarian states or places which are 

under martial rules. These states do not follow the spirit of the avoidance of 

convicting innocent civilians but do whatever needed to reinterpret the laws and 

then act regardless of the processes as required by the laws. However, respect for 
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the rule of law or justice will not automatically lead to social order. Therefore, the 

debate on law and order must be articulated on the discourse on rights—how is 

the order able to be maintained for the rights of individuals at the same time? 

Moreover, does it mean that using law enforcement to achieve the preferred order 

is in its nature, inevitably violating human rights? 

Consequently, since the role of the police is to enforce laws to preserve 

social order, observed human rights violations are therefore constructed as 

rational acts to ensure that social order is maintained appropriately. Thus, there is 

always obscurity when there is suspected police abuse of power that violates the 

human rights of civilians. Instead, the pro-policing side often claims that cases of 

alleged violations of human rights by police are simply "tough forms of policing" 

needed to deal with specific parties and individuals (Uildriks & van Reenen, 

2001). Such statements not only obscure the violation of human rights in police 

work but also place a need to violate human rights in certain circumstances that 

could potentially foster the effectiveness of police. Some works have made efforts 

in categorizing the reasons for police violation of human rights (e.g., Alderson, 

1984; Bayley, 2002; Uildriks & van Reenen, 2001; Waegel, 1984). For instance, 

Bayley (2002) lists out seven major rationales for police officers engaging in 

lawbreaking, namely public safety, unique empowerment of the police officers, 

claiming public respect for the police, career success, sense of belonging to the 

institution of police, the complexity of the law which misleads them to take part in 

lawbreaking actions and police personality. The police officers claimed that a 

deterrent effect is needed to show the serious consequences of committing crimes. 

Nevertheless, the deterrent effect of controversial police practices is unclear 

because statistics and previous studies do not indicate that the increase in the 
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number of police misconduct will lead to a decrease in the rates of crime (Bayley, 

2002). Bayley (2002) also argues that a form of law enforcement that contains 

human rights violations in many respects is of no benefit to police legitimacy. It 

notes that the roots of crime have little to do with law enforcement, but the social 

policy is the problem that causes people to violate the laws. In other words, 

crimes cannot be reduced by a so-called “tougher law enforcement” regardless of 

how hard the police are trying, meaning that police violation of human rights is 

not justified. 

Police abuse of power is not a phenomenon confined to only a particular 

region. Similar to how police rationalize their “tough policing strategies” in other 

parts of the world, police officers in Hong Kong find the notion of human rights 

as an obstacle in their day-to-day duties. Allan Jiao (2007) in his work “The 

Police in Hong Kong” provides an overview of different aspects of the police 

force in Hong Kong. In the chapter “Rights and Obligations”, it looks into the 

enactment of the Hong Kong Bill of Rights, and its impacts on policing in Hong 

Kong. In order to have an empirical aspect of the influence of the Hong Kong Bill 

of Rights on police work, Jiao (2007) interviewed some police officers. One of the 

officers says: 

 

Who needs human rights? Criminals do. Do you need human rights? 

No, because you don’t violate the law. Police deal with criminals, 

offenders… Citizens have rights and ask for explanations now. If the 

arrest procedure is not right, offenders cannot be prosecuted. (p. 112) 

 

The excerpt shows us an antagonistic attitude held by the officer towards people’s 

right to claim rights. The claim of human rights is treated as an excuse for 

criminal activities and can be a way to escape from the punishment of the criminal 
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justice system. Furthermore, the claim of rights also adds burdens on law 

enforcement that once an officer fails to follow due process, the suspect can be 

free from trials. It poses a concern that the spirit of legality might outweigh the 

goal of maintenance of social order which results in threatening public safety. 

The tension between law and order is always overseen by us, which we, 

most of the time, take the juxtaposition of law and order for granted. I hope that 

through this section, as well as this paper does uncover the unspoken 

contradictions of the two ideas in the context of policing (especially in democratic 

societies, which Jerome Skolnick (2011) argues). Hence, human rights as a 

regime is not fixed and written in lines of laws. Somewhat, it is always being 

contested, which varies in different contexts. In the context of policing, it seems 

that human rights, which all “humans” are supposed to enjoy, can compromise 

when considering the maintenance of public order. When speaking of police 

practice, in reality, part of the law (including legality) can be sacrificed in order to 

have “more significant” laws reinforced. The law, therefore, is a double-edged 

sword in policing. 

On the whole, the relationship between police and human rights lies in the 

tension between “law” and “order”. Rule of law and social order are sometimes 

put in a dichotomy while sometimes they reproduce each other. However, moving 

beyond the conceptual understanding of how human rights are positioned in the 

context of policing, how do human rights and policing interact with each other in 

reality, especially in times of “crisis”? For this reason, introducing the influential 

(especially in British Cultural Studies) work Policing the Crisis in the upcoming 

section would make perfect sense. The book offers a so-called “conjunctural 

analysis” of how a crisis in the 1970s Britain was policed, by starting off looking 



 22 

into the crime of “mugging”. Policing the Crisis delivers a comprehensive view 

on how “law” and “order” are maintained and reproduced in different realms, and 

what is the political agenda was at work, which is a demonstration of how a 

detour which departs from the issue of policing can work. 

 

Policing the Crisis 

 Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State and Law and Order is a work first 

published in 1978. It is the effort of Stuart Hall and his colleagues, including Chas 

Critcher, Tony Jefferson, John Clarke, and Brian Roberts, when they were in the 

Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies. The book utilizes 

different analytical tools to comprehend the escalation and development of a 

social phenomenon of mugging into a moral panic. “Mugging” was a term from 

the United States back then. It was imported from the United States as a symbolic 

package— “crime in the streets. Breakdown in law and order, race and poverty, a 

general rise in lawlessness and violence” (Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, & 

Roberts, 1978, p. 23). However, what mattered most was the social anxiety 

entailed in the package of “mugging”. Triggered by unreasonably heavy sentence 

ruled by the court against some youths with a mixed-race background in 

Handsworth, Birmingham, Policing the Crisis looks into how and ultimately what 

made “mugging” into something which attracted everyone’s attention during the 

early 1970s in Britain. To begin with, Hall et al. (1978) approach the term 

“mugging”, contending that mugging was not a legally defined category, meaning 

that it was not a type of criminal activity which was found throughout the history. 

Instead, it was a contextual product—that by putting forward that mugging was a 

“new strain of crime” in mainstream media in the 1970s Britain, it once became 



 23 

an event which provoked fear among the members of the general public (Hall et 

al., 1978, p. 6). 

According to Hall et al. (1978), the construction of moral panic within the 

society had a lot to do with the coverage of the media. Although there was no 

category of criminal activity identical to the constructed description of 

“mugging”, the statistics from the 1950s to the 1970s regarding the criminal 

activities were looked into. However, it was found that the number of criminal 

activities being contained by the vaguely defined term “mugging” was not 

increasing in the 1970s. In comparison, the number of the similar criminal 

activities was much higher in the 1950s. This poses a question: why did 

“mugging” become a phenomenon in the 1970s which bothered the country but 

was not made into an event that demanded the public’s attention in the 1950s 

when criminal activities were worse than that in the 1970s? Moreover, how had 

mugging been constructed by mainstream media and escalated to a nation-wide 

“moral panic”? Instead of solely looking into the meaning-making process in the 

media, Hall and his colleagues look into the agencies of the state, namely the 

courts, the media, and the police for an answer. It is Hall and his team’s belief that 

by looking at the definitions produced by these institutions, they can trace how the 

situation of moral panic was defined. By mapping all the ideologies and 

discourses that emerged from different grids, Policing the Crisis takes us to a 

greater picture of the social anxiety, pointing to the larger crisis of legitimacy of 

Britain in the 1970s when Thatcherism launched a new conjuncture characterized 

by neoliberalism. 

Thus, methodologically speaking, Policing the Crisis is the prototype of 

what is called conjunctural analysis (Clarke, 2014; Jefferson, 2014; Jhally, 2016). 
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Policing the Crisis does not stick to the traditional deviance studies’ approach to 

study the phenomenon of mugging. Instead, a “Gramscian or Marxist analysis of 

race and politics and a historical period” is demonstrated (Jhally, 2016, p. 334). 

And according to Stuart Hall in his last interview, Policing the Crisis is a 

groundbreaking work in the sense that it is one of the very first British works 

using a conjunctural analysis (Jhally, 2016). John Clarke (2014), in his piece, 

protests against the overlook of the book and thinks it deserves more attention in 

different fields of study. Meanwhile, he defines what he believes to be 

“conjunctural analysis”: 

 

The concept of conjuncture highlights the ways in which moments of 

transformation, break, and the possibility of new “settlements” come 

into being. Conjunctures have no necessary duration (they are neither 

short nor long); rather, their time is determined by the capacity of 

political forces—the leading bloc—the shape new alignments or to 

overcome (or at least stabilize) existing antagonisms and contradictions. 

This is (again) not a Theory, but an orientation—a way of focusing 

analytic attention on the multiplicity of forces, accumulated antagonism, 

and possible lines of emergence from the conjuncture (rather than 

assuming a singular crisis and one line of development). (Clarke, 2014, 

p. 115) 

 

The definition given by John Clarke is detailed. Rather than treating 

conjuncturalism as a sacred theory, he contends that conjunctural analysis is an 

orientation, meaning that it is a pair of glasses for us to put on in analyzing a so-

called phenomenon. In other words, analyzing the conjuncture shows us how an 

event or a situation is framed, and it can guide us to other ways to unpack a 

political movement (Jhally, 2016). Moreover, it does not take the historical 

context that the tension emerges from for granted. Instead, it is the goal of a 
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conjunctural analysis to point to the greater so-called “ruptural unity”. In other 

words, there is always a reason for such a temporarily stabilized settlement. 

 Hence, having a Cultural Studies research at hand which touches on 

aspects of race, police and human rights, it would not make sense if I neglect the 

book Policing the Crisis, a classic in Cultural Studies. A conjunctural analysis 

does not necessarily bring us to conclusions claiming that there is a crisis, given 

that the context I am looking at here is different from the moral panic that Stuart 

Hall and his team were looking at forty years ago. Moreover, the length of this 

research is incomparable to Policing the Crisis, which was contributed by five 

people. However, through unpacking the discursive process of the three social 

force blocs I have located in this research, I aim to carve out an ignored context 

without falling into the social progressive notion of humanitarianism such as 

merely claiming institutional racism after analyzing the empirical data. Simply an 

easy claim of racism is undesirable because it only defines the decontextualized 

symptom but it is unable to point us to the underlying social forces at work which 

trigger different parties’ reactions towards the shoot to kill incident. The mission 

of Cultural Studies, in short, is to uncover the taken for granted assumptions to 

see how they are orchestrated to contribute to a temporarily stabilized balance of 

forces. Therefore, although a conjunctural analysis does not necessarily bring me 

to see a larger political crisis or a historical shift through mapping different social 

forces, it does, at least, point us to see how a balance of social forces is 

temporarily stabilized. 
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Mapping the Social Forces 

 Thus, given the disciplinary orientation of this research and the elements 

of the Limbu Shooting, this study adopts Policing the Crisis as the analytical 

paradigm to look into how meanings are articulated and disarticulated between 

different forces. In particular, the meaning-making process in mass media 

(including online forum public opinions), in the courtrooms, and police officers’ 

viewpoints will be uncovered. I believe the choice of these three agencies is self-

explanatory: By studying the media portrayal, the presentation of the shooting to 

the audience is uncovered. As the gatekeeper of our society, studying court cases 

will show us how the loss of the right to life is interpreted and society’s moral 

value system is restored. Moreover, through obtaining police officers’ first-person 

experience, we gain access to how police actually “practice” in their daily 

operations and how they rationalize the use of lethal force. 

However, different from Policing the Crisis, which focuses mainly on 

secondary sources, this research takes up a more ethnographical approach in 

looking at the meaning-making process in the arenas of the judiciary and the law 

enforcement. This is not to degrade Policing the Crisis’ methodology of 

“structural ethnography” (Jefferson, 2014, p. 153), but it is my hope to have a 

more ethnographical methodological orientation in this research to disclose the 

meaning-making from a more operational level. For this reason, I study the court 

case documents of the Limbu Shooting (court case codes: CCDI 298/2009, HCAL 

85/2010) and interview Hong Kong police officers. 
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Studying the courtroom. 

In the courtroom, Limbu’s death is interpreted as a loss of the right to life. 

In other words, the shooting lies in the discussion of human rights. The discussion 

of human rights has long dominated by the language of legal studies (R. J. 

Coombe, 2010; Erni, 2010). This is not without reason—that the relationship 

between human rights and law has always been intimate. In granting a targeted 

group of people with certain rights, to go through the process of legalization so as 

to make it enforceable. By legalizing, rights are arranged in a particular order, and 

“formalized” in a structured way in order to provide a clear and unitary standard 

for authorities to take actions against violation of rights and to protect the rights 

held by the corresponding parties (Moyn, 2010, p. 180). By saying human rights 

have to be legalized to “put into effect”, it means that human rights itself are not 

any pre-existing product in the world, although we always take it for granted as a 

framework on occasions where conflicts among parties arise. Therefore, to put 

human rights into effect requires institutional procedures—by legalizing human 

rights to define the social relations among members of society. 

The law is never a space entirely devoid of matter. Preferably, it is 

constituted by the balance of different conflicting forces. Law itself is culture—it 

is constructed and written by people who are embedded in very specific cultural 

contexts (Mezey, 2003; Rosen, 2006). Cultural studies, which has the mission of 

unpacking the production and articulation of meanings, definitely has a role to 

play in it. As what Erni (2019) puts forward, the concept of “juris-cultural”: 

 

“By juris-cultural,” I refer to an object of critical cultural analysis that 

investigates the mutually constitutive nature of law and culture, through 

dissecting “law as culture” in which cultural signifying practices are 
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traceable to the presence or absence of legal norms, as well as through 

“culture as law” in which the contested meanings of cultural 

communities, their practices and politics, can shape or even dictate 

social norms and regulations.” (Erni, 2019, p. 69) 

 

Hence, juris-cultural studies explore the possibilities of dissecting the law as 

culture, as well as the culture as law, to unfold the problematics that lie under 

these ongoing processes. To be more specific, here is the process of the 

legalization of human rights where the power struggle takes place. This means 

how law alters cultural meanings and practices in the society, and how culture (in 

this case, some very material form of organized practices around the human rights 

advocacy work) alters the drafting of law. To establish itself in the territory of 

law, the discipline of cultural studies has to problematize “the law” as a regime. 

Law is influential in modern life, in determining whether one is doing wrongful 

things, causing consequences to one’s life, defining the moral standard of society, 

defending against disturbance to the existing social order and producing the legal 

subjects in the state. Sarat and Simon (2003, p. 14) see the law as “constitutive of 

culture” and it participates in the “cultural processes” which give shape to our 

“social relations”.9 The cultural analysis, therefore, has to look into how the 

culture and law reproduce and transform each other.  

 

Interviewing the police. 

If we are reviewing a case of police shoot to kill here, the actor’s agency 

should not be neglected. Conducting in-depth interviews with police officers can 

grant us access to their worldviews. By saying their worldviews, it also refers to 

the police culture, or “cop culture”. According to Reiner (1992), the culture of 

police is constituted by “the values, norms, perspectives and craft rules—which 
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inform their conduct is, of course, neither monolithic, universal nor unchanging” 

(p. 109). Police culture, therefore, is not limited to some exotic elements of police 

for outsiders. Rather, police culture also includes the practices and duties carried 

out by police, which allows us to see the particular type of meanings being 

generated by it, such as meanings about human rights and social order. This 

process, in other words, has a material aspect, which constitutes the so-called 

police culture. 

Thus, police shoot to kill can be seen as a realization of police culture. 

Following Reiner’s (1992) definition of police culture, police culture is a package 

of elements that shape the institution of the police. Police discretion, therefore, is 

when a police officer has to put different things altogether (including experience, 

guidelines, the image of the police force, and feasibility) and react. In police shoot 

to kill, in particular, the discretion of using a firearm, thus, is a condensed 

temporal realization of police culture, if it is agreed upon that police use of 

firearm is a split-second decision. As a result, interviewing police officers to get 

to know their worldviews would guide us to know the ideology they lean on and 

how discursive production takes place when they narrate such a life-and-death 

experience. I would not say this would be better than the “structural ethnography” 

utilized by Hall et al. (1978). However, the ethnographic data from police is 

undoubtedly invaluable to our understanding of police use of lethal force, 

especially police is a state agency with low transparency (Lawrence, 2000; 

Reiner, 1992; Skolnick & Fyfe, 1993). I believe that by looking into how 

ideologies and discourses are produced and mobilized at a somewhat operational 

level, this analysis can guide us to understand better how the police shoot to kill is 

contained by different agencies of the state altogether. 
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Research Questions 

This research focuses on the reproduction and articulation of meanings in three 

arenas, which are the media texts, the legal system, and law enforcement. It aims 

to answer the following questions: 

 

1. How do we understand police culture in Hong Kong, concerning 

mainstream print media coverage on crime news having ethnic minorities 

involved and human rights discourse as applied to police training and 

operational practice? 

2. If police work results in shoot-to-kill cases, how do we understand the 

forms of policing, force, and violence involved?  

3. How do we understand a case of an ethnic minority being caught in the 

shoot-to-kill force of police? Through studying the Limbu Shooting with 

relevant legal documents, media portrayals and first-person police officer 

experience, this study explores the contestation of forces in the cultural, 

legal, and representational realms. 

 

The Organization of the Thesis 

 This research is organized into five chapters. The motive and content of 

each chapter are as follows: 

 Chapter 2 examines the development of the story of Limbu Shooting in 

printed media and how public opinions on internet forums rationalize the 

shooting. I will unfold the effort devoted by the primary definers and secondary 

definers to find out how the social construction of news takes place. I will 
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demonstrate how the characterization of the deceased, as a result, justifies the 

police’s decision to shoot the deceased. In addition to that, comments made by the 

internet forum users display an effort to dismiss away doubts about the police. 

This shows a determination to protect the police from any legitimacy crisis. With 

Freud’s framework of defensive mechanism, I propose that such deference to 

police power is a realization of the social contract. 

 Chapter 3 provides a critical review of the coroner’s inquest of Limbu’s 

death. In this chapter, by reading the summing-up of the coroner’s court and the 

judgment of the judicial review application of the case, I suggest that there is a 

prominent ambiguity in the coronial system. The worry about the state’s 

incapability in safeguarding people’s right to life is expressed. I will explain how 

the ambiguity and ambivalence create a missed opportunity for the state to 

preventing future deaths by looking into the instructions and guidance provided 

by the coroner to the jury of the inquest. 

 In Chapter 4, the analysis of the narratives of police officers will be 

exhibited. This chapter aims to examine how police make sense of the use of 

lethal force. I will first outline the context of the professionalization of Hong 

Kong Police by quoting my police interviewees. Following that, I will analyze the 

evaluation provided by police officers on their experience of using firearms in 

life-and-death moments. In order to provide a more rigorous interpretation, the 

Foucauldian notion of moral self will be mobilized. 

 Chapter 5 will be the conclusion of this research. I shall first give an 

outline of the major observations derived from the three power blocs in relation to 

Limbu Shooting. The implication, significance, limitations of the research will be 

pointed out. Directions for future research will also be proposed.  
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Chapter 2  

Making and Reading the Event:  

Media Portrayals and Internet Forum Discussion 

 

At any given moment billions of simultaneous events occur throughout 

the world…All of these occurrences are potentially news. They do not 

become so until some purveyor of news gives an account of them. The 

news, in other words, is the account of the event, not something intrinsic 

in the event itself. 

(MacDougall, 1968, p. 12) 

 

 This chapter traces the process of making the Limbu Shooting into 

mainstream news as well as how the public responded to the incident via social 

media. I analyze the mainstream printed media coverage of the Limbu Shooting to 

see how the incident is made controversial. The shooting would not be 

controversial if the mediation process did not take place. Moreover, if it did not 

take place, the shooting itself would not be known. Yet, merely looking into the 

packaging of the news stories does not tell us enough of the circulation of the 

event in the society. Rather, it would be worthwhile also to interrogate how 

people perceive the event and more importantly, what information do they tease 

out after absorbing the discursive resources provided by the mainstream media. 

 The decoding side of “meaningful” discourses has always been neglected 

by traditional media studies (Hall, 2008). In the modern world, the internet forum 

provides researchers with a highly accessible pool to see how ordinary people 

freely express their viewpoints anonymously without much censorship. In 

particular, many of the internet forum threads mentioned start with posting a URL 
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link directing to a newspaper article, which attracts other users to comment based 

on it. This shows us a more direct and tighter link between the encoding and 

decoding process in the case of Limbu Shooting. In other words, the newspaper 

coverage offers a foundation for internet forum users to mobilize ideologies to 

have a basic understanding of the shooting, or vice versa. 

 I contend that a collection of internet forum users employs a strategy of 

rationalization while they comment on the shooting. The rationalization helps 

them to justify the police shooting, but at the same time, it shows traces of 

anxiety, if we interpret it with the Freudian framework. Situating the discussion 

within the context of policing, I further argue that these “police protectors” share 

a fear of hostility while they hold on to the contemporary social contract. 

 

Data and Methods 

For the print media coverage, I have collected 630 newspaper articles 

regarding the Limbu Shooting. I searched the local newspaper entries via the 

WiseNews database with the keywords “林寶” (Limbu, name of the deceased), 

“何文田” (Ho Man Tin, where the shooting took place), “南亞” (South Asia) and 

“槍” (gun). I set the date filter of the search to start from March 17, 2009, the day 

the shooting took place, and the end date was set as March 17, 2014, five years 

after the shooting took place, when all judiciary procedures had been completed. 

Among the 630 entries, 517 of them are in Chinese, and 113 of them are in 

English. Upon collecting the news articles, I saved the text coverage on my 

computer and entered the details of each entry onto a spreadsheet. I entered and 

coded the following details of every entry in the spreadsheet: a). Case number, b). 

Date, c). Code, d). Publisher, e). Title, f). Format, g). Primary theme, h). 
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Secondary themes, i). Tertiary themes, j). Framing of the news, k). Page, l). 

Author, and m). Language. Codes were assigned to signify the themes and 

frameworks. The spreadsheet provides me with an overview of the over 600 

entries. However, this was not the major method I choose to study the newspaper 

coverage of the Limbu Shooting. I have employed the method of close reading the 

narratives used to make the Limbu Shooting onto news headline 

For the internet forums, the highly popular internet forums Hong Kong 

Golden Forum (高登討論區) and Hong Kong Discuss Forum (香港討論區) were 

chosen for analysis. The Hong Kong Golden Forum and Hong Kong Discuss 

Forum ranked top websites in Hong Kong (2009). The Hong Kong Golden Forum 

is widely known to be having male youngsters as the main users, while Hong 

Kong Discuss Forum is one of the most popular online forums local people visit. 

Both Hong Kong Golden Forum and Hong Kong Discuss have different topics of 

discussions taking place, ranging from current events to sex issues. Regarding the 

Limbu Shooting case, there were 24 forum threads (20 from Hong Kong Discuss 

Forum and four from Hong Kong Golden Forum) created, users themselves 

debated among each other on the details they cared. I applied the close reading 

method to the interactions between internet forum users and the common themes 

which emerge from the discussion. 

 

Police Use of Force and Media 

Crime is an issue that concerns the news and the public. A number of 

media content studies have revealed that up to 25 percent of daily news is 

dedicated to crime (Surette, 2011). Crime defines the negative side of the 

consensual values in society because crime is against the law. To put forward that 
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crime defines the boundary of the consensual value system, meaning that law 

plays a significant part in shaping the consensual morality in a society. As a 

result, crime is defined as “devil” and is both “symbolically and physically cast 

out from the society by its guardians” (Hall et al., 1978, p. 66), which means the 

judiciary and the law enforcement serve as guardians not only in terms of the 

public order but also to the consensual morality in a society. This line of 

contention, in other words, points to the function of the media, which is to sustain 

and reproduce the consensual value system of a society. In addition to that, law 

enforcement officials are found to be offered the most privileged perspectives in 

most crime stories (Chermak, 1994; Chibnall, 1977; Ericson, Baranek, & Chan, 

1987, 1989; Lawrence, 2000; Marsh & Melville, 2009; Perlmutter, 2000). The 

privileged access to the media grants police an opportunity to establish their 

public image, to define their jobs, and to diagnose the nature of the crime. 

Police use of force can sometimes be a subject of contentious debate in 

crime-fighting. Yet, it is not always the case that there will be an absolute 

agreement on whether a case of police use of force should be regarded as police 

brutality or not. The general public’s judgment largely depends on which voices 

the media put stress on in narrating that particular case (Lawrence, 2000). The line 

between whether the force employed by police officers is always subjectively 

defined (Dunham & Alpert, 2015). Police are equipped with more force than other 

civilians do to protect their human rights, therefore when police are accused of 

applying excessive force, civilians would defend for the police by claiming that 

the threats faced by the police are unexpected and being exposed to danger to 

legitimate police in employing force in such situations (Fyfe, 1981, 2015; 

Lawrence, 2000; Schaefer & Tewksbury, 2018; Skolnick & Fyfe, 1993; Waegel, 
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1984). Police are sometimes morally obligated to employ force to fight crime and 

to maintain public order. Unless one knows what the police did, what the police 

should do and when did the police carry out their duties, the line between 

excessive and reasonable force employed by police is hard to be drawn. Even if a 

witness is present, one may find witnessing the process of police employing force 

to subdue a suspect very discomfiting, which the witness would be unable to 

judge the incident objectively (Lawrence, 2000). Based on this, to what extent the 

degree of force applied in a specific situation is considered acceptable remains a 

contested issue throughout the discussion of the general public, where 

representatives take up a crucial role in triggering the conversation in the society. 

It is the ambiguity of police use of force that invites the media to play an 

important role in guiding the audience to find the answer. 

 Thus, the fact that the Limbu Shooting appeared on most headlines of 

newspapers in Hong Kong the day after the shooting has its reasons. This 

manifests the significant newsworthiness of the Limbu Shooting. Police use of 

force incident might be newsworthy, but an alleged use of force incident would 

not be as sensational as to earn the front pages of the newspapers. It is the 

assessment of the element of “egregiousness” of particular alleged police use of 

force incident carried out by the reporters to determine whether the case is 

newsworthy enough (Chermak, McGarrell, & Gruenewald, 2006; Lawrence, 

2000; Mawby, 2010). Cases like the Limbu Shooting would be viewed as 

newsworthy for two reasons: a). The counterpart of the police use of force was 

found dead after the police-civilian altercation, and b). It is a police shoot-to-kill 

case, which is eminently unusual as it is seldom found that police officers need to 

discharge their firearm and open fire in carrying out their duties in Hong Kong. 



 37 

Four years before the Limbu Shooting incident, there were five cases of police 

opening fire, and on two occasions, the suspects were killed by the bullets (“Being 

Attacked with a Chair”, Ming Pao, 2009). This explains why the Limbu Shooting 

was considered as an extraordinary case and required follow up reports by the 

media. 

 

The Police Said So 

 Events such as the Limbu Shooting do not appear on the front page of 

newspapers merely because of their newsworthiness. Rather, as Hall et al. (1978) 

suggest, the production of news goes through a process of social production, 

implying this does not happen in a vacuum but rather the selection of events to be 

made into news echoes to a “socially constructed set of categories” (Hall et al., 

1978, p. 53). To publish news, the media goes for an incident which has high 

potential in catching public’s attention, which most of the time falls into the 

category of “newsworthiness” ; in which they “represent the changefulness, the 

unpredictability and the conflictual nature of the world” (Hall et al., 1978, p. 54). 

Firstly, it operates in a context which meanings are widely shared by the members 

of the audience, meaning a “consensus of values”. Therefore, one of the functions 

of the media is to reinforce the values and norms in such a context. Crime, as a 

must-have in the news, of course, has its worthiness in capturing the audiences’ 

attention. Although the media is utilized to reinforce the values in a society, crime 

news, as such kind of newsworthy news serve to “interrupt the unchanging 

consensual calm” (Hall et al., 1978, p. 66), meaning that it is through circulating 

an event which creates fear of damaging the central value system to reinforce the 
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existing belief system, which most of the time in relation to the belief in the 

controlling agencies, the state, and the market. 

 In news coverage, there are always the primary definers and secondary 

definers. The primary definers are usually the experts, who are perceived as 

holding expertise in a particular topic (Hall et al., 1978). The primary definers 

serve to be giving definitions to a problem or an issue when the media reach them. 

By giving definitions, this frames and at the same time limits the discussion 

(Critcher, 2003; Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 2009; Hall et al., 1978; Thompson, 1998). 

In other words, although the media are thought to be responsible for crafting the 

events with their own depictions, the media are seldom to be found as the primary 

definers of news events (Critcher, 2003; Hall et al., 1978). Therefore, it is put 

forward that the media occupies a “position of structured subordination to the 

primary definers” (Hall et al., 1978, p. 59). The media are the secondary definers. 

Those primary definers, on most occasions, set out a framework that conforms to 

the dominant value system, reinforcing dominant ideologies. The primary definers 

are usually seen as the more credible sources, as a result, the media prefer their 

statements as to conform to its professionalism requirements. Primary definers are 

thought to be more “objective and authoritative” (Hall et al., 1978, p. 58), since 

they often occupy the higher hierarchies in the structure of power. Thus, the 

media inevitably reproduces the structure of power. The primary definers have 

become the centre of crystallizing the nature of events—and it is through this, the 

position of the primary definers is reinforced, and the ruling ideologies can be 

reproduced. 

 In the practice of routinized crime news, the primary definers are always 

found to be police. The police are privileged in two aspects. First, they are seen as 
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the most accountable witnesses at the crime scene. Secondly, they are asserted to 

be the experts of crime since maintaining public order and fighting crimes are part 

of their duties. Although crimes appear on the news daily, only a few number of 

the audience has had the experience of getting involved in crimes. These factors 

privilege law enforcement in defining crimes in the news, while other voices are 

subordinated (much more suppressed when compared to other kinds of news). 

That is to say, in crime news, the words spoken by police officers usually occupy 

a hegemonic/dominant position, which sets the rule surrounding the notion of 

public safety. However, other concerned parties attempting to step out of the rules 

might be considered as extremists and irrationals, and thus to be ignored and 

unable to take up a dominant role in the meaning-making process. They cannot 

subvert much the process of framing an event. 

 What I am looking into here is how ideologies are mobilized in the 

portrayal of the Limbu Shooting, but not an in-depth content analysis of the 

newspaper articles on the incident. In other words, I am interested in the 

dependency on meanings, references, and concerns that are embedded outside the 

media domain. I think Stuart Hall and his colleagues have put it in a very precise 

way: 

  

…that ideologies are not simply sets of ideas and beliefs about the 

world hanging loose in people’s heads. They are made active and 

realized in concrete practices and apparatuses—for example, the 

practices and apparatuses of news construction. (Hall et al., 1978, p. 83) 

 

Hence, if I may reiterate, ideologies are “re-presented” by mobilizing the 

“concrete practices and apparatuses of news construction”, that my following 
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analysis is to examine how and what meanings are reproduced and articulated, 

and what ideology is manifested and reinforced throughout the process. 

 The police officials were the primary definers who gave definitions to the 

shooting incident. In police use of force cases, it is commonly seen that the 

official voices, i.e., the police officers being the primary definers, disseminating 

the details of the portrayed incident and to set out the line of justification of the 

police use of force (Chermak et al., 2006; Hunt, 1997; Lawrence, 2000). It is not 

hard to understand—police officers have to report to their superiors after incidents 

similar to police shoot-to-kill. Hence, for a short period after a shooting occurs, 

the spokesman of the police would be the person who handles the most 

information of police use of force case. Police officials, in general, respond to the 

police use of force incidents by “individualizing claims” (Lawrence, 2000, p. 36). 

Individualizing claims are proactive damage reduction techniques through 

depicting the use of force as a required reaction to violent offenders, or as a 

consequence of incompetent officers who lose control, which aim to stop the 

development of policing problems in press. In most cases, it is observed that the 

suspects in the altercations are described as “uncooperative, combative, violent 

and threatening” (Lawrence, 2000, p. 37), which backs up the decision of the 

police use of violence. In other words, the logic being displayed is that there are 

no other options than exerting the violence to the suspect. Furthermore, due to the 

uniqueness of the unique situation, the police officers involved have to withdraw 

their weapon to handle the situation to safeguard public safety. Even for cases in 

which police officers are found to be exercising excessive force on civilians, 

police officials would make the statement that the cases are isolated cases and it is 

the problem of the particular police officers (Fyfe, 1981; Lawrence, 2000). 
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 For the primary news of the Limbu Shooting, the police officials dominate 

the role of the definer of what happened in the shooting. I identify the newspaper 

and online instant news articles following up the Limbu Shooting published on 

17th March 2009 (the day the shooting took place) and on 18th March 2009 (the 

day after the shooting took place) as the primary news covering the Limbu 

Shooting. I also regard the articles published on 18th March 2009 as the primary 

news reports because the shooting took place on 17th March afternoon and 

therefore the majority of the printed press was only able to cover the case in the 

publication the day after the shooting. Of the 42 newspaper and online instant 

news articles following up the Limbu Shooting, 26 articles have the police source 

or the statement made by the then Kowloon City Deputy District Commander 

Wong Chun-Chin framing the Limbu Shooting. For the articles which do not have 

the police official voice cited, they are mostly news in brief and column articles. 

This shows that the police official voices in the primary news of the Limbu 

Shooting also act as the role of predominant and primary definers: 

 

The police expressed that the police officer who fired his gun used a 

lower level of force but that did not work so he fired his gun to subdue 

the man who was assaulting on the police. Hung Hom police officer 

fired two bullets that injured a South Asian man incident. The police 

claimed that the man was not found holding a gun or a knife at the 

scene, but pointed out that the police officers had been attacked 

continuously. After applying the lower level of force which includes 

baton and pepper spray, the police officer still could not subdue the 

suspect. And the police officer felt his life was under threat so that he 

shot.10 (“Police: Lower Level of Force…”, Ming Pao Instant News, 

2009) (translated by the author) 
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Deputy commander of Kowloon City district, Wong Chin-Chun 

emphasized that other police officers were heading to the scene to 

backup. The police officer only fired his gun when his life was under 

threat. Concerning shooting at the suspect’s head, “police officer did not 

shoot at the head on purpose. But it was in a jiffy, and it’s hard to decide 

where the bullet goes,” said the deputy commander. The case now is 

handled by the District Crime Squad of Kowloon City District.11 

(“Facing attack police fired two shots…”, Apple Daily, 2009) (translated 

by the author) 

 

The stories are mostly founded on basic facts, narrated by the police deputy 

commander that what happened at the scene, and to add a remark that the 

policeman who fired his gun followed through the police use of force guidelines. 

Police were the ones who set the curfew once the criminal investigation cops 

arrived. That means they are the only party who had the privilege to get access to 

the scene and to question the policeman who shot dead the deceased. Therefore, 

primary stories were dictated by the brief narration constructed by this police 

deputy commander. 

 The way information revealed by law enforcement creates a tendency for 

the audience to consume the news stories about the shooting as if it is a TV 

drama. A simplified version of the story is strategically told by police officials to 

marginalize other secondary or counter definers in a case of police use of force. 

Given the privilege of the police department in access to first-hand materials in 

police use of force investigations (including access to the crime scene, the 

statements given by police officers and the civilians involved/ bystanders, the 

witnesses right after a police use of force case, and the timeline of a fuller story of 

the whole incident), the police department is placed at a position that supplies 

reliable, official, and accurate details, from the perspective of media practitioners 
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right after the occurrence of a police use of force case. As a result, news coverage 

on police use of force is found to be “highly episodic” (Lawrence, 2000). On most 

occasions, the police officials only release information that they identify as less 

sensitive that, in their discretion, would not obstruct in their investigation. To put 

it in another way, the police officials control the flow of information of a police 

use-of-force case. The episodic feature of the experience, as I will show in later 

part of my analysis, gives space for the secondary definers to intervene and to 

suggest fragments that might fill in the blanks for the complete story. 

 In this episodic style of coverage, the technical language chosen by the 

police officials in giving a primary definition is an attempt to dismiss any 

alternative versions of the incident. From Table 1, we can see the headlines of the 

selected primary reports on the shooting. The headlines tell the fact that the 

policeman shot dead the deceased. On top of that, all these headlines tell the story 

from the perspective of the policeman who shot. For instance, a lower level of 

force was used before firing the bullet—that this might not be something the 

deceased would care about if he had survived from the injury. The perspective 

suggested by the primary definer is narrated in a highly professional way, which 

tells how police general orders were complied with throughout the shooting 

process. The set of information is always decontextualized and made into a highly 

technical way. By making it technical, it has two effects: a). To prove that the 

police officer involved in such a case to be following the due process, thus 

justifying the officer’s use of force, even though sometimes it can be anticipated 

that feeling of discomfort is stirred among members of the general public, and b). 

By putting it technically, people out of the police system do not have the authority 

and the knowledge to take part in the conversation, that being so, the predominant 
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primary definer’s position is defended and pushing other people, especially the 

critical non-official voices (who usually speak in a non-technical language) out of 

the discussion. As a consequence, media practitioners have to do the work of 

putting all the puzzles together to tell a fuller story to the general public. 

Throughout this process, the audience is guided to a journey of making sense of 

the what, when, who, why, and how regarding a case of police use of force. 

 

Table 1 Primary News of Limbu Shooting 

Title 

POLICE: SHOOTING LIVE ROUNDS ONLY AFTER LOWER LEVEL OF 

FORCE DID NOT WORK (Ming Pao Instant News, 17 March 2009) 

POLICE HAD USED PEPPER SPRAY AND BATON BEFORE SHOOTING (Ming 

Pao Instant News, 17 March 2009) 

POLICEMAN WAS ATTACKED AND FIRED TWO SHOTS, SHOT DEAD 

SOUTH ASIAN MAN WHO HAD NO IDENTIFICATION (Metro Daily, 18 

March 2009) 

POLICEMAN WAS ATTACKED AND OPENED FIRE, SOUTH ASIAN MAN 

WAS SHOT DEAD (Sing Tao Daily, 18 March 2009) 

 

Filling Up the Story: Characterizing the Dead Man 

Most use-of-force cases, including the Limbu shooting case we are 

looking at here, are contained by official claims in the very early stage of news 

story development. The narratives by the police officials are found to be usually 

simplified and highly technical, which, as a result, gives shape to episodic story 

development (Chermak et al., 2006; Lawrence, 2000). Also, given the fact that the 

media practitioners, as the secondary definers of the incident, have to rely heavily 

upon the information provided by the police officials. Since police officials are 

likely to protect the police department’s reputation and define other claims of the 
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incident away, use-of-force incidents do not all necessarily become major news 

stories. As for the Limbu shooting incident, other than the above-mentioned 

egregiousness (that the civilian died in the altercation with a police officer) of the 

incident which granted the incident the eye-catching effect, the availability of the 

story cues also guaranteed a proliferation of news story development surrounding 

the incident. The availability of story cues can contribute to the development of 

the story, meaning that the potential newsworthiness of a planned portrayed event 

is promised, which the incident has the potential to tell more than just merely 

sticking to what happened in the incident per se. Story cues, according to 

Lawrence (2000), are indicators for the journalists to determine whether a single 

incident is worth spending time on, which would lead the discussion to 

somewhere: 

 

Critical story cues indicate to journalists that there is a dramatic, 

interesting, commercially appealing story to tell about official 

wrongdoing or the transgression of public norms. Story cues offer 

reporters “good news” possibilities by providing the raw materials of 

interesting, dramatic news narratives pegged to developments on the 

current political scene… They thus encourage news narratives that are 

not dominated solely by official claims and, by engaging the journalistic 

norms that compete with media professionalism, encourage news that is 

more critical of police. Media professionalism does not disappear at 

such moments, however. The story cues that most news organizations 

are most likely to respond the most strongly to are those that “license” 

journalists to challenge official claims while allowing them to remain 

(or appear to be) responsible and objective. (p. 98) 

 

In other words, the discovered story cues hint the audience that the particular 

incident has the potential to go beyond the simplified version set out by the police 
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officials, meaning that the making of event has a possibility of going out of the 

police officials' control—the way they expect the media to depict a particular use-

of-force incident. This suggests that counterparties have the chance to construct 

their versions of discourse in defining more significant public problems that 

favour their role in the political process. 

 In the development of media coverage surrounding the Limbu Shooting, 

additional story cues were made available for the audience to enable the 

consumption of this episodic story. I have identified the date of the availability of 

story cues on media since the day the shooting took place. (see Table 2) 

 

Table 2 Story Cues 

Date Story Cue 

17 March 2009 The shooting took place 

19 March 2009 It was revealed that Limbu was born in Hong Kong 

20 March 2009 Limbu’s prior conviction was leaked. Police claimed the deceased had a 

disposition of violence 

27 March 2009 Limbu’s brother arrived in Hong Kong to understand what happened 

28 March 2009 The widow arrived in Hong Kong to understand what happened 

30 March 2009 The local ethnic minority community protest took place. The protesters expressed 

their concern about racially biased policing and how the difficulties faced by 

ethnic minority community are ignored 

7 September 2009 The coroner’s inquest kicked off 

 

He was and is a criminal. 

Newspapers revealed the deceased’s prior conviction three days after his 

death. Limbu Dil Bahadur, who spent his nights alone on the hillside where he 

was shot dead for months, and there was no one except his brother and the widow 

overseas to take care of his funeral upon his death. He was a lonely man without 

any friends in Hong Kong. How is it possible for the media to obtain information 
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that the deceased had been jailed for “violent acts” before? Fermi Wong, an active 

advocate of the rights of ethnic minorities in Hong Kong speculated that it was the 

Hong Kong Police who leaked the information to the media to discredit the 

deceased (Lai, 2017).12 We can look at how one of the newspaper entries 

characterize the deceased: 

 

According to our newspaper, the Nepalese man who was killed had a 

tendency to violence. He had been jailed for wounding. Besides, he was 

born and raised in Hong Kong, who held a Hong Kong ID with “three 

stars”13. This is against the public’s claim that he did not understand 

Cantonese, so he did not understand the warning given by the police 

officer. Moreover, nowadays before joining the force, police officers are 

provided with value education, which includes topics related to human 

rights and ethnic monitories, which makes sure the impartiality when 

they deal with cases.14 (“The Shot Dead Nepalese Man…”, Sing Pao, 

2009) (translated by the author) 

 

This Sing Pao coverage does not indicate the source of information gathered, 

which invites the audience to wonder where the information comes from. 

Moreover, the entry reveals some rather “peculiar” presumptions the writer has: a 

person has a disposition of violence because he committed assault before, and a 

person who is a permanent resident in Hong Kong must be a Cantonese speaker. 

Yet, at the same time, what follows the characterization of the deceased is the 

balance of account. While the newspaper entry depicts the deceased as violent 

subject to justify the higher level of force used, the entry further justifies the 

police use of lethal force by mentioning the ethics and high level of personal 

integrity embedded in the Hong Kong Police Force, hinting that police actions are 

morally bounded and such allegations involving excessive use of force by police 
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is invalid. However, if one takes closer examination, there is no connection made 

by the writer—in terms of logic or the development of the incident. Combining 

the two facts together invites the readers to be a judge rereading the incident, with 

the available information on top of the primary stories of the shooting, to make 

the readers to side with the decision of shooting.  

 Similar rhetoric can be discovered in other newspapers. The episodic 

characteristic of the development of the Limbu Shooting story is distinct—that 

information is released bit by bit over some time, and the bits can be added up to 

construct an understandable version of the story for readers to make sense of it. 

Here, the deceased is shaped into a ferocious character based on the fact that he 

had been jailed for committing “violent crimes” in the past, as another newspaper 

article covers: 

 

The police shooting incident took place the day before yesterday, on the 

hillside next to Lok Man Sun Chuen. The South Asian street sleeper 

who was suspected to be assaulting the police constable and was killed 

after the police constable firing two shots, that his background is finally 

revealed. It is found that he is a Nepalese who is born and raised in 

Hong Kong, holding a Hong Kong identity card. Sources said that the 

man had been sentenced to imprisonment for serious injuries, and police 

allege that he had a tendency to violence. On the other hand, a large 

number of police officers returned to the scene yesterday to carry out a 

large-scale search for warheads and conduct a search operation. It is 

expected that the case will be heard by the coroner's court.15 (Wong and 

Cheung, Apple Daily, A04) (translated by the author) 

 

This piece of information is essential because it clears the rising speculations of 

whether the deceased was an illegal immigrant. This clarification is crucial as it 

prevents the ongoing story from getting astray, which is digging into the so-called 
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problem of “illegal immigrants”, immigration control, and the constructed public 

safety problem built upon the identity of illegal immigrant appropriated to the 

deceased. This sheds light on another “episode”/perspective of the whole shooting 

story. 

However, besides the citizenship held by the deceased, another important 

piece of information is provided: the criminal record of the deceased. It explicitly 

stated that the deceased was jailed several times for inflicting grievous bodily 

harm. Although the newspaper article does not provide the audience with a fuller 

picture of the inflicting cases, the correlation can be drawn easily by the audience 

themselves. Limbu Dil Bahadur, depicted as a savage character corresponds to the 

initial reports framed by the police official—the reasonableness of the force used 

by the police constable due to the life-threatening situation he was facing and left 

with no choice but to shoot the deceased with his firearm. Moreover, according to 

Apple Daily, the criminal record and the seemingly “violent”, “unstable” character 

of the deceased were disclosed by the Police Force (the primary definer), 

manipulating how the story unfolds. When one of the principles regarding the use 

of force is reasonableness, depicting the deceased as violent, possibly posing a 

threat, is advantageous to the police officer when the doubt of excessive use of 

force rises. However, do these summarized facts justify the shooting? That cannot 

be known since there was no witness, but depicting the deceased as extremely 

violent definitely helps to direct the readers to side with the police. 

 

He’s a psychopath. 

 In addition to the violent character appropriated to Limbu, the secondary 

stories further suggest that the deceased is mentally ill, which in effect encourages 
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the readers to believe that the shooting was necessary and the death of the 

deceased was just an unfortunate outcome of that. It is reported that the deceased 

had been homeless for more than half a year before he died, on a hillside in Ho 

Man Tin, opposite to Lok Man Sun Cheun, a public estate. Residents nearby 

suggest that some of the deceased’s behaviors as observed by them do not quite 

make sense to them: 

 

Resident Mr. Lau revealed that the deceased had lived on the hillside for 

half a year. He was tall, painted with dark camouflage patterns on his 

face, and worn multiple earrings in his ears. He sang loudly in an 

unknown language every morning. He even traveled around the hillside 

to pick up bread and fruits to satisfy his hunger, and to pick up 

cigarettes to smoke, and he seemed to have mental problems. The 

neighbors called him "Deep Mountain Savage". Some residents have 

seen him take a bath in a public toilet at night, and then go back to the 

"camp" to sleep.16 (“Painted Face Savage…”, Oriental Daily News, 

2009) (translated by the author) 

 

Oriental Daily News was able to interview a resident who had observed the 

deceased for a period of time. The resident gave a detailed description of the 

deceased, asserting that he was abnormal, putting weird stuff on his body and 

singing loudly in an open area, which ordinary people do not behave like that. In 

other words, the deceased Limbu is an “other”. By mentioning his strange 

behaviours, the description suggests that the deceased does not belong to society, 

and his actions are unforeseeable /unpredictable. By naming him—“深山大野人” 

(“Deep Mountain Savage”) the picture of Limbu as a psychopath comes to life. 

Imagined as a wild animal, unable to act by social norms, it is no surprise that the 

deceased becomes to a threat to the society and later on, the police officer he 
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encountered. Consequently, it is no surprise that the police had fired at the 

deceased. 

 Moreover, residents’ discontent towards the man was revealed in another 

newspaper article. Once again, the deceased was depicted as abnormal and 

unwished-for. The narratives obtained from the residents seem more plausible as 

they had closer contact with the deceased than anybody. This adds credibility to 

the portrayal of the man as barbaric: 

  

An elderly neighbour said that the South Asian man had horrible words 

and deeds every day. Because of this, he tried to walk away from the 

deceased. There is a public toilet on the top of the hill, it is estimated 

that he sleeps on the side of the hill. When necessary, he will go to the 

toilet to take a shower. The residents of Lok Man Sun Chuen said that 

the South Asian man often groaned on the side of the mountain. His 

clothes and appearance were dirty, and he sometimes urinated toward 

the housing unit, which caused a lot of nuisance to the residents.17 

(“Residents: The Deceased…”, Ta Kung Pao, 2009) (translated by the 

author) 

 

An elderly neighbour who once has had an encounter with the “savage” was 

interviewed. This brief encounter portrayed a drastic contrast between the two. 

Moreover, the neighbour referred to the deceased as “nuisance to the residents”, 

and his unfortunate death provided a solution for everything. This narrative might 

not provide strong evidence in justifying the decision of shooting as other articles 

do. Yet, the suspicion of the deceased’s sanity and a possible threat to the 

community discourages readers from empathizing with him, which as a result to 

distance themselves from doubting the police’s decision. 
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Racializing Him 

Race is a prominent element in the reports of the Limbu Shooting, but how 

does it function as a framework of the story when it is inserted into the midst of 

the official, dominant narrative? Of the 42 newspaper articles published on the day 

and the day after the Limbu Shooting took place, 39 of them included the racial 

identity of the deceased. As argued above, the appalling outcome of the Limbu 

Shooting incident relating to police use of force made it a sensational case. We 

have also seen how the primary definers (the police officials) have defined the 

incident, by feeding the journalists simplified and highly technical narratives, 

which produce episodic stories surrounding the case. The pattern discerned in the 

Limbu Shooting is similar to other cases depicted in existing literature (e.g., 

Lawrence, 2000). However, the racial identity of the deceased might further 

complicate the shooting incident. It is found that racialized descriptions are 

utilized in the coverages of the shooting. (see Table 3) 

 

Table 3 Racialized description of the deceased in news published on the day and 

the day after the Limbu Shooting took place 

Racialized description (translated by the author) Number of article(s) 

South Asian 
-Ethnic South Asian individual (南亞裔人士) 

-South Asian male (南亞男子) 

-South Asian man (南亞漢) 

-Ethnic South Asian suspect (南亞裔疑人) 

-Suspected to be an ethnic South Asian individual (懷疑是南

亞裔人士)  

18 

South Asian + Illegal immigrant/refugee 
-Alike refugee ethnic South Asian male (有如難民的南亞裔

男子) 

8 
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-Illegal immigrated ethnic South Asian male (非法入境的南

亞裔男子) 

-Ethnic South Asian human snake (南亞裔人蛇) 

-Ethnic South Asian illegal immigrant (南亞裔非法入境者) 

-Ethnic South Asian snake visitor (南亞裔蛇客) 

-Suspected to be illegal immigrated ethnic South Asian 
Homeless man (懷疑非法入境的南亞裔露宿怪漢) 

South Asian + Homeless/Eccentric/Savage person 
-South Asian savage person (南亞「野人」) 

-South Asian eccentric visitor (南亞裔怪客) 

-Ethnic South Asian homeless man (南亞裔露宿漢) 

4 

Pakistani 
-Pakistani nationality man (巴基斯坦藉男子) 

-Pakistani man (巴漢) 

-Suspected to be Pakistani mad man (疑為巴基斯坦狂漢) 

3 

Pakistani + Illegal immigrant 
-Pakistani nationality illegal immigrant male (巴基斯坦藉非

法入境男子) 

2 

Nepali + Homeless/Eccentric 
-Nepali strange visitor (尼泊爾怪客) 

-Nepali nationality homeless man (尼藉流浪漢) 

2 

Nepali + Illegal immigrant 
-Nepali illegal immigrated male (非法入境尼泊爾男子) 

1 

Illegal immigrant 
-A suspected illegal immigrant (一名疑似非法入境者) 

1 

 

 Despite the fact that some of the information which was later found to be 

inaccurate, the reporters still decided to have the news articles published without 

fact-checking in prior to that. First, the deceased, Limbu Dil Bahadur was born 

and raised in Hong Kong, which grants him the status of a permanent resident of 

HKSAR. Second, it was later found that the deceased was an offspring of a Nepali 

family instead of a Pakistani, as mentioned by some news articles. 

 South Asian has long been a racialized category of people who are 

included in the defined group of South Asians. It is a “compressed racialized 

imagination that highlights perhaps the visible dark skin and facial feature deemed 

to connote a minority race” (Erni & Leung, 2014, p. 4). The insensitiveness 
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towards the distinction within the group South Asian is therefore not surprising—

by appropriating the ethnicity of Pakistani to the deceased, who was an ethnic 

Nepalese. In addition to it, the conclusion of the deceased as an illegal immigrant 

was based on only one ground—no identification was found in the deceased’s 

belongings. A dark-skinned homeless person in Hong Kong without identification 

contributes to constructing the image of an illegal immigrant. These assumptions, 

thus, were inserted into newspaper articles without thorough verification. Hence, it 

is no surprise when one begins to doubt the purpose of this unverified information. 

I argue that the goal of these descriptions is to secure the dominant narrative in this 

discursive process. 

 The race factor triggers the general public’s fear in supporting the police 

use of force in the Limbu Shooting. It is put forward that crime news involving 

South Asians is highly racialized in Hong Kong. it is revealed that newspapers 

usually include behavioural or facial details about South Asian defendants to 

racialize them, which is rarely found in cases about ethnic Chinese local 

defendants. These racialized news narratives, trying to link up the “racial visible 

features” with negative news, is argued as a “racialized representation” via the use 

of a “patterned narrative” (Erni & Leung, 2014, p. 53). The racialized 

representation in the news does not only create stereotypes; the entailed 

judgmental and sensational characterization done by the supposedly “objective” 

media further justifies the relationship of “us” versus” them, i.e., the “law-abiding 

citizens” against the “lawbreakers” (Erni & Leung, 2014, p. 56). As a result, the 

racialized description continues to emphasize the deceased as more violent and 

threatening in comparison to ethnic Chinese local criminals, continuing to justify 

the police officer’s discretion of applying a higher level of force. Journalists have 
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failed to look into the root of race and ethnicity issues, nor the systemic problem 

of excessive use of force in Hong Kong. Rather, the element of race is 

incorporated into the highly technic discourse made by the police officials, as a 

factor to assess the threat faced by the police constable in the altercation, despite 

this logical relationship was not written out by journalists explicitly in the news 

articles. 

 On top of that, explicitly racist rhetoric is utilized to add a story cue to the 

Limbu Shooting incident. In this entry, race is one of the factors for experts 

interviewed to assess the level of force the police officer should have applied. The 

racist assertion targets the deceased by racializing his body: 

 

The superintendent of police said that pepper spray did not work well 

for three types of people, one was insane, the other was drunk, and the 

other was "spicy people", especially South Asians who always have 

spicy meals and are used spice. Therefore, they are extremely resistant 

to pepper. 

 

Family doctor Kwan Ka Mei explained that South Asians’ darker skin, 

eyes, mucous membranes and pores vulgar. Compared to fair-skinned 

person, they are more resistant to irritants invasion. Therefore, a larger 

amount of pepper spray has to be applied to subdue them. Also, if a 

person is excited and has strong willpower, he can also resist pepper 

spray for a period of time. She thinks that the police officer and the 

suspect were fighting alone, and it is questionable whether the spray can 

be shot into the eyes of the suspect in close proximity.18 (“The ‘Curry 

Clan’ Shows No Concern to Pepper Spray…”, Oriental Daily News, 

2009) (translated by the author) 

 

The racialization of the deceased’s body is made explicit here. The police 

interviewee in the quote takes advantage of the impression that most South Asians 
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are into curry to assume that they have all cultivated their bodies to be resistant to 

irritants, which include the pepper spray used by the police officer. The comment 

is exceedingly stereotypical and prejudiced as it is not supported by any evidence. 

It is believed that the assumption is made up by the police according to his so-

called “common sense”. For the family doctor interviewed, she specifically 

distinguishes the physical features of “South Asians” and us. Consequently, the 

deceased was unaffected by pepper spray. That is to say, by racializing the 

physical features of the deceased, they attempt to prove that pepper spray (a lower 

level of force than the firearm) would deem ineffective on the deceased. Hence, 

the use of deadly force (firearm) was deemed reasonable and necessary. 

 

A Violent Mentally Ill Racial Minority Versus an Innocent Policeman 

 The secondary stories feed the audience with episodic development, which 

had been long waited for. When we look at the initial story, it is purposely made 

factual and technical by the primary definers (i.e., the police authority)—that when 

and where did the whole incident take place, and how the police officer assesses 

the situation and made his decision (of course, according to the police officer’s 

version of story and it stays in line with the use of force guidelines). However, the 

factual stories with limited information create a tendency for the development of 

the Limbu Shooting story to be episodic, that readers look forward to more 

information available to connect different dots to understand what really happened 

in that shooting incident. In other words, readers are hungry for more  

in the secondary stories defined by the mass media, I have shown that it went 

through a process of characterizing the deceased by revealing his prior conviction, 

suspecting that he was demented, and racializing him. Overall, these have shaped 
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the deceased into a savage, barbaric, and violent character. In other words, the 

secondary stories were to demystify Limbu—to show the world who and what is 

the person beneath all. It has become a contest between characters—a violent 

homeless crazy South Asian man versus an innocent police officer who was 

merely fulfilling his duty faithfully. How the media has characterized the deceased 

shows us cultural meanings are mobilized to imply the legitimacy of a shooting— 

by objective facts of necessity and proportionality. Yet, it is evident that the 

construction of the supposedly objective truth (at least it is widely agreed upon) 

involves mobilization of cultural meanings, and it is a culturally contested truth if 

we look at how the media contributed to the development of the Limbu Shooting. 

The culturally contested truth offers the audience with strategically selected 

meanings (and of course, some meanings win over other meanings in the process) 

to make association with the dead man, which as a result as if the audience know 

Limbu personally and make a value judgment of what kind of man he was. Thus, it 

influences how the audience view the shooting. 

 

Internet Forum Discussion about the Limbu Shooting 

Prominent works like Policing the Crisis (Hall et al., 1978) look into the 

development of the story in studying the mass media’s role in unfolding the 

construction of the so-called moral panic in the 1970’s England. In addition to the 

news report articles, how the orchestration of public opinions was also studied in 

the work. By including the section of “orchestrating public opinion”, Hall et al. 

(1978) review the letters to the editor to make sense of the contribution of the so-

called public opinions to the development of the moral panic. However, it is also 

pointed out that public opinions printed on newspapers are not representative 
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voices of the general public. The printed “public opinions” have to go through 

processes to be “publicized”, in which a selection process is inevitable. Therefore, 

newspaper editors take up a large role in determining which opinions are to be 

forgone and which are to be accepted and publicized. However, the inclusion of 

the non-journalism practitioners in the production of mass media creates a 

democratic image of the press, that the grass-roots can also take part in the 

meaning-making process of a highly circulated printed platform. In comparison 

with the traditional letters to the editor column in the printed press, internet 

forums invite people to take part in the exchange of ideas, without having to go 

through the selection process. Yet, this does not guarantee the internet forum an 

actualization of democratic debates that everyone can participate. For instance, 

people without the technologies or access to the internet are excluded from this 

idea exchange platform. Besides, literature has made attempts looking into the 

online forum design and dialogue dynamics to see how online forums speak to the 

concept of democratic deliberation put forward by Habermas (Freelon, 2010; 

Heng & Moor, 2003; Kropczynski, Cai, & Carroll, 2015). It is found that factors 

such as power structures and limitations of human rationality make online forum 

discussions challenging to be close to the ideal of democratic deliberation. In 

Habermas’s concern, there are three characteristics essential to the public sphere 

for deliberative democracy: 1). Rational-critical argument 2). Topics should 

adhere to a common concern, and 3). The inclusion of all members of the public 

(Habermas, 1989). In other words, the analysis of content in the online forum 

discussions about the Limbu Shooting is not about how ideas are deliberatively 

exchanged democratically. Rather, this analysis returns to the materialist 
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framework adopted by Stuart Hall and his colleagues (1978), and to reject the 

entire liberal thinking discourse of the “public sphere for deliberative democracy”. 

 The analysis of online forum content aims to unfold the assumptions held 

by internet users, especially when internet users made comments in a freer way. 

The “real life” identities of the online forum users are always not disclosed, 

meaning that they participate anonymously. As a result, participants do not have a 

fear of being known. This creates deindividuation effects, in which the 

identifiability of the individuals on the online forums is lowered, thus proliferate 

unique discussion dynamics in online forums (Lea & Spears, 1991; Reicher, 

Spears, & Postmes, 1995). One of the most commonly found dynamics in online 

forum discussions is that there is a tendency the users make extreme and offensive 

comments on the platform (Glaser, Dixit, & Green, 2002; Holtz, Kronberger, & 

Wagner, 2012). Since their social identities are protected by the condition of 

anonymity, the users are prone to make comments which would be morally 

criticized in everyday face-to-face conversations, going for voicing out their 

opinions on issues they would like to comment on. As a consequence, this less 

self-reflexive way (in terms of the abiding by the boundary of the moral system) 

of exchange of idea can allow us to know what types of cultural power are 

mobilized by the users in “speaking out their mind loudly”. Analysing the online 

forum content regarding the Limbu Shooting, therefore, grants us access to a 

larger variety of discourses in understanding what bothered people most in the 

case of Limbu Shooting. 

Regarding the Limbu Shooting case, there were 24 forum threads (20 from 

Hong Kong Discuss Forum and 4 from Hong Kong Golden Forum) created, users 

themselves debated among each other on the details they cared. The 24 threads 
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consist of different lengths, vary from 3 postings to 1572 postings in a thread, 

with the majority of postings in Cantonese and the remaining few were in English. 

The forum threads dated from 17th March 2009, the day the shooting took place, 

to 10th November 2012, the day another police shooting against a white expatriate 

took place in Hong Kong, which the Limbu Shooting is mentioned in the forum 

thread (see Table 4). All the forum threads selected from Hong Kong Golden 

Forum and Hong Kong Discuss Forum have the Limbu Shooting as the main 

theme, as titles suggest. This section focuses on the themes created by forum users 

and the logic used to justify their claims. 

 These forum threads are convincing indications of the effects of the mass 

media’s coverage on Limbu Shooting. Of the 24 selected forum threads, 15 of 

them starts off the threads by pasting a URL link which directs users to news 

agencies19coverage of the Limbu Shooting. In other words, these threads reveal 

the responses to the referenced news coverage from forum users. The selected 

forum threads show how encoded meanings are decoded by forum users from all 

walks of life. Therefore, a close reading of the forum threads can provide us with 

clues of the meaning-making process beyond the encoding meaning structures. 

 

Table 4 Selected online forum threads 

 
Title (translated by the 
author) 

Forum Creation 
date 

Date of last 
comment 

No. of 
comments 

1 A South Asian man died 
in Ho Man Tin shooting 
incident20 

HK Discuss 17/03/2009 28/03/2009 283 

2 Open fire in Ho Man 
Tin (latest clip from i-
CABLE)21 

HK Discuss 17/03/2009 18/03/2009 39 
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3 Live! Open fire in Ho 
Man Tin! Exclusive 
photo!22 

HK Discuss 17/03/2009 31/03/2009 148 

4 Police well done! 
Headshot.. Latest 
news… Died already 
=.=23 

HK Discuss 17/03/2009 18/03/2009 262 

5 Police used baton and 
pepper spray before 
shooting(15-01)24 

HK Discuss 17/03/2009 31/03/2009 68 

6 Video sharing] Video of 
police shooting, did the 
Nepalese man want to 
suicide(with clip)25 

HK Discuss 18/03/2009 21/03/2009 33 

7 Fxxk~~ Using a chair to 
hit me, it fucking hurts26 

HK Discuss 18/03/2009 18/03/2009 3 

8 Did the Nepalese man 
understand 
Cantonese_had the 
police ever considered 
to use English27 

HK Discuss 18/03/2009 30/03/2009 27 

9 Escalated violence 

Understandable police 
shooting28 

HK Discuss 18/03/2009 28/03/2009 290 

10 One citizen recorded the 
situation of police 
shooting29 

HK Discuss 18/03/2009 22/03/2009 1572 

11 Why didn't the police 
fire a final warning shot 
towards the sky? Or...30 

HK Discuss 18/03/2009 18/03/2009 12 

12 The man killed by 
police shooting had 
been imprisoned for 
wounding assault Police 
claims him to be 
'violence-prone'31 

HK Discuss 19/03/2009 25/03/2009 179 

13 [Local news 
commentary] Repost - 
Tang King Shing 
claimed this police 

HK Discuss 21/03/2009 31/03/2009 12 
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shooting would be fairly 
processed32 

14 [Local news 
commentary] Ho Man 
Tin shooting incident 
brother of the deceased 
comes to Hong Kong 
for truth33 

HK Discuss 26/03/2009 26/03/2009 15 

15 How can you ask the 
police officer to walk 
away34 

HK Discuss 26/03/2009 28/03/2009 803 

16 1000 Nepalese 
tomorrow march 
silently35 

HK Discuss 28/03/2009 20/05/2009 282 

17 Repost: Ho Man Tin 
police shooting incident 
brother of the deceased 
meets senior official of 
Home Affairs Bureau36 

HK Discuss 28/03/2009 28/03/2009 3 

18 Wong On Ying: Hong 
Kong Police Force 
covers their mistakes 
and discriminates. The 
shame of Hong Kong 
people37 

HK Discuss 02/04/2009 20/04/2009 91 

19 Shooting training report 
of the police officer 
fired a shot was 
revealed in the 
courtroom, which 
indicates “immature 
trigger”38 

HK Discuss 18/09/2009 27/09/2009 295 

20 [Others] A letter to 
James To and Law Yuk-
kai from a former police 
senior inspector39 

HK Discuss 14/05/2012 15/05/2012 6 

21 About the South Asian 
shot dead (Law sis and 
bro)40 

HKGolden 21/03/2009 27/03/2009 585 

22 (Midnight emotional) 
Viewpoints regarding 

HKGolden 22/03/2009 24/03/2009 108 
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police shooting the 
South Asian41 

23 The shooting police 
officer Hui Ka-Ki 
testifies: The most 
important is to protect 
my life42 

HKGolden 18/09/2009 18/09/2009 82 

24 [Cop dog] Shoot into 
the leg when an expat 
holds a knife, but shoot 
into the head when a 
Pakistani holds a chair43 

HKGolden 10/11/2012 11/11/2012 118 

 

Rationalization: “Why Would You Doubt the Police?” 

If we look at internet forum discussions as responses to the media 

portrayals as mentioned above, it is observed that the discussion does not go much 

beyond the framework set out by the media. The media stories mainly focus on 

uncovering what happened in the altercation and the identity of the deceased, 

meaning the details of the shooting incident. If we look at it with the 

encoding/decoding model asserted by Hall (2008), the decoding process which 

took place on internet forums is easily predicted by the encoder. Despite there are 

up to 24 forum threads, majority of the discussion surrounding the Limbu 

Shooting can be categorized into two points:  

1. Whether the decision of Police Constable Hui firing was reasonable.  

2. Whether the result of the bullet entering the deceased head which 

caused the death of the deceased is justifiable.  

Thereby, the debate is between forum users who questioned the police’s 

immediate reaction and those who support the police constable. 

 The forum threads show a tendency of technical discussion of the Limbu 

Shooting. By adopting a close reading method, some keywords pop up with 
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relatively high frequency in the selected 24 online forum threads. The keywords 

include “cop” (警察), “South Asian” (南亞人), and “shooting” (開槍). It is not 

difficult to understand why the police and the deceased (being identified with his 

skin color) are mentioned from time to time since they are the two parties 

involved. The word “shooting” is utilized frequently since participants of the 

chatroom conversation debate rigorously on details of the decision of shooting the 

deceased. Users are found to be focusing on the two points mentioned above (i.e. 

whether the decision of Police Constable Hui opening the fire was correct; and, 

whether the result of the bullet entering the deceased head which caused the death 

of the deceased is justifiable) by exhibiting different hypothetical situations and 

responses between the two people, to justify their stances. 

 However, my analysis is not to showcase varied themes which have 

emerged from the internet forum discussion. Rather, I notice a particularly 

interesting tendency in the discussion that tries to put an end to it by displacing the 

doubts. Doubts referring to the police officer’s decision of shooting have provoked 

some forum users (and fear, which I will elaborate later), and these users make a 

mountain out of a molehill—by claiming the doubts are unreasonable and are 

aiming at scandalizing the Hong Kong Police, thus, leading to social chaos. The 

internet forum is supposed to be a platform which allows the exchange of ideas. 

Yet, these below-selected comments show us that some of the users not only 

mobilize different kinds of discourse to justify the shooting, but they also leave no 

room for different voices. 
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Racializing the deceased. 

 The idea that the minority ethnic people as more prone to commit crimes is 

termed by scholars as “minority threat”, pointing to the stereotypical images of 

darker-skinned minorities as dangerous and thus threatening the majority’s safety 

in a community (Smith & Holmes, 2003, 2014). Yet, the belief of minority threat 

is not just limited to the internal subculture of police departments, it is also 

circulated by the mass media and shared by some of the members of the general 

public in Hong Kong. Erni and Leung (2014) contend that there is an 

underrepresentation of the South Asian minorities in Hong Kong mainstream 

media. However, when they appear in news, their facial features are given detailed 

racialized descriptions. This constructs an association between the racial minority 

community and criminality in Hong Kong. 

 In the Limbu Shooting, the ethnic Nepalese deceased Dil Bahadur 

Limbu’s ethnicity was used to justify the police’s decision of shooting. The 

frequent usage of the word “South Asian” to identify the deceased is self-

explanatory. For instance: 

  

There are lots of people fight better than the cop. We don’t know the 

background of the South Asian… He might be a veteran or he practices 

Kung Fu or stuff like that. Of course, hitting the body when you fire a 

gun… The area is larger… When the police officers’ or other people’s 

lives are in danger, he has the right to fire his gun. It’s not necessary that 

the opponent has a gun or a knife for you to use the firearm.44 

(translated by the author) 

 

Race is seen as a determining factor in judging whether the police constable 

should use his firearm in this Hong Kong Discuss Forum user’s comment. The 
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user with the pseudonym “pccw9876789” raises questions regarding the 

background of the deceased. What makes a South Asian so mysterious that it 

seems necessary to know his life story before making judgements? Why a 

muscular South Asian male has to be a veteran or a Kung Fu master, hinting that 

he is prone to use violence when confronted by police officers? 

 By hypothesizing the deceased as a person who is extremely good at 

fighting, the user legitimizes the police to shoot the deceased to death considered 

the life-threatening situation the police officer was facing. At the same time, the 

deceased is being alienated from internet forum users based on the exaggeration of 

his skin color. From this sense of alienation, users distanced themselves from the 

deceased. In other words, the users believe that the shooting was an exceptional 

case that happened to be an exception. Thus, not only were the users distancing 

themselves from the deceased, but by imagining the deceased as a deviant, the 

users can distance himself/herself from the kind of policing faced by the deceased. 

As a result, the users save themselves the trouble from engaging in broader 

discussion of policing. 

 In addition to this, while some other forum users try to put forward that 

discriminating against ethnic minorities does not seem fine and the user herself 

(with a feminine pseudonym) knows some South Asians who are nice to her, 

other users counter argue with the reason of “risk”: 

 

How many of them are ok? It’s the fact that most of them are not ok. 

Asking most of the Hong Kongers to take the risk for the small portion 

of the ok ones… What the hell! Besides, the amount of them is more 

than the total amount of Filipinos and Indonesians. Yesterday, a ticking 

bomb exploded. How about tomorrow? The day after tomorrow? And in 

the future?45 (translated by the author) 
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 To put it plainly, the South Asians are considered real threats to the local 

community despite the lack of evidence to support the argument. The way the user 

with the pseudonym “hkrelax” from the Hong Kong Discuss Forum was that it is 

either the South Asians or the local Hong Kongers (i.e. the ethnic Chinese 

majority). The shooting incident paved the way for the user to dramatize the 

urgency of public safety problem faced by people in Hong Kong. At the same 

time, this justifies the decision of shooting made by the police constable which at 

the end led to the death of Limbu. Furthermore, it is the belief of the user 

“hkrelax” that since South Asians are the ticking bombs (not only problems) of the 

local community, one of the bombs (as referred to the deceased) was defused in 

the Limbu Shooting incident. By overdramatizing the existence of the deceased to 

public safety concern, the user leaves no space for discussing whether the police 

would have done better. 

 

“If it’s in the United States…”. 

 While there are comments in the online forums questioning the decisions 

made by Police Constable Hui causing the deceased’s death, counter-arguments 

are found to justify the actions done by officer Hui. One of the prompt responses 

from forum users is to compare the imagined scenario of how American police 

would handle the same situation. This comparison is frequently discerned in 

incidents which police officers are accused of applying excessive force. In the 

Limbu Shooting, the comparison is made in such a way: 

 

I can tell you, the American police would enforce the law in a rougher 

way. If there’s any movement, he (the American police) would fire this 
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gun right away. He won’t tell you about Jesus46, not even to mention 

using the pepper spray. Whatever happens, they use the gun to 

communicate with the suspect. The United States is a democratic and 

free country, but they are also like this.47 (translated by the author) 

 

The comment starts with “I can tell you,” meaning that the user of the Hong Kong 

Discuss Forum with the pseudonym “Koo Lin Leung” (“古連良”) was trying to 

claim authority as an expert on American police. However, the reason of such 

claim remains unknown, and he/she did not specify which shooting incident in the 

United States he/she was referring to. The comparison appears to be an abstract 

one. However, the abstract comparison does hint us that the user used the 

American police as standard because he/she had the confidence that certain 

cultural beliefs of other users might be altered to justify the decisions made by 

Police Constable Hui. The comment attempts to mobilize the public’s impression 

that the American police are more coercive and less restraint in using their 

firearms when compared to the Hong Kong police. Thus, if we linger with the 

decision of the police shooting Limbu, we are in other words dramatizing the 

whole incident, which if the Limbu Shooting took place in the United States would 

probably be a day-to-day policing scenario there. The comparison here is to 

dismiss the doubts about police use of force in Hong Kong. Choosing the 

American police to compare with Hong Kong police is not without reason. The 

United States, as mentioned by the forum user above, is thought to be a nation that 

is “democratic and free” by most Hong Kongers. Therefore, this implies the 

United States is supposed to be high caliber especially in affairs regarding human 

rights. To put it in another way, the logic proposed by the user Koo Lin Leung is 

that in the Limbu Shooting, the police constable first used verbal techniques 



 69 

(verbal warning to Limbu) and applied lower level of force to the deceased before 

pointing his gun to the deceased, proving that the Hong Kong police adopted a far 

more mild attitude compared to the U.S police. 

 Yet, the mobilization of the perception of American police is irrelevant to 

the discussion of justifying the shooting of Limbu. It is meaningless to compare 

with the American police because we are in Hong Kong, which means we are not 

given options to choose over the Hong Kong Police or the American Police. This 

logical fallacy is used to threaten people who are critical of the police use of force 

in a sense that: “If you are not happy with the Hong Kong Police, we will give you 

something worse. So either you live with it happily or just keep your mouth shut.” 

By saying so, it shows us that although the user deliberately compares the police 

force in the United States and in Hong Kong, they know only too well that such 

comparison is pointless since we have no choice at the end of the day. Users like 

“Koo Lin Leung” convince themselves to believe the Hong Kong Police by 

threatening themselves that they have no choice anyway. Instead of judging the 

only option, they choose to live it happily and focusing on the bright side of the 

police seems to be a perfect solution. 

 

“He asked for it”. 

While pro-police commenters show their support by praising the Hong 

Kong Police in comparison with the American police, other comments blame the 

deceased. Fyfe (2015, p. 522) describes the nature of the police-civilian 

encounters as “involuntary”. When a police officer has to report to duty, he/she 

does not have the choice to accept or to reject but to follow up upon request arrive 

at wherever the police officer is needed involuntarily. However, for the people 
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who come into the attention of the police do not ask for it, but it is due to a third 

party’s demand or police officers themselves. This means for the civilian in a 

police-civilian encounter, the individual is put into this encounter unwillingly. In 

other words, for most of the occasions of police-civilian encounters, the police 

and the civilians meet each other passively. However, in police use-of-force cases 

in which the conduct of the police is held into question, the civilian is always the 

party to be blamed. The “Split-Second Syndrome” has always been used to 

explain why the decision-making of police is affected by crimes/situation. For that 

regard, Fyfe (2015, p. 527) reveals three assumptions of the syndrome, one of the 

assumptions is that: 

 

…assessments of the justifiability of police conduct are most 

appropriately made on the exclusive basis of the perceived exigencies of 

the moment when a decision had to be taken. So long as a citizen has, 

intentionally or otherwise, provoked the police at that instant, he, rather 

than the police, should be viewed as the cause of any resulting injuries 

or damage, no matter how excessive the police reaction and no matter 

how directly police decisions molded the situation that caused those 

injuries or damages. 

 

As the name of the syndrome suggests, the “Split-Second Syndrome” accentuates 

on time limitation when police are required to make a decision, the “exigencies of 

the moment” is one of the key factors in justifying police officers’ decision-

making. In addition to this, the exigencies of the moment are not objectively 

measurable, but perceived exigencies, from the corresponding police officer(s). In 

other words, the power of defining the situation is handed to the corresponding 

police officer(s). More importantly, the consequences of the injuries or damages 

resulted from a police-civilian encounter always fall on the civilian, due to the 
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belief that the use of force is always caused by the provocation of the civilian 

caught in an encounter. Even though it is the police who exercises violence on 

civilians which might lead to injuries or damages, the civilians are responsible for 

this unpleasant result and the police officers are always the involuntary and 

passive ones. 

 Regarding the Limbu Shooting case, therefore, it is not difficult to find 

victim blaming comments. A user of the Hong Kong Golden Forum writes: 

 

If human life is that precious, then we’ve got to ask why the South-

Asian didn’t hide when he saw the firearm. Why didn’t he draw his 

weapon and surrender? Not to mention he didn’t stop the attack, but he 

continued to chase after and hit the policeman. If we have to blame, it’s 

to blame him for not treasuring his own life.48 (translated by the author) 

 

The comment made by the user with the pseudonym “Fung Lau Dai Fai Wood” 

(“風流大快活”) well echoes to one of the underlying assumptions revealed by 

Fyfe (2015) that the targets of police use-of-force incidents are always the ones to 

be blamed, to take up all the responsibility of whatever damages or injuries 

resulted from the targets’ alleged provocation. Rather than questioning the 

reasonableness of the police officer’s behavior, the Hong Kong Golden Forum 

user criticizes the deceased for “not treasuring his own life”. The conclusion is 

made based on the perceived movements of the deceased as the user referred to 

the video footage of the confrontation or other discussions about the shoot-to-kill 

case. What this user is trying to put forward is that the deceased did not cooperate 

upon the verbal warnings made by the police constable and did not surrender 

when the police discharged his firearm, and therefore, the police constable 

shooting the deceased was what he deserved. Instead of mourning the loss of life, 



 72 

the forum user here suggests that we should condemn the deceased for not 

treasuring his life, to be interpreted as if Limbu was making use of the police 

officer’s firearm to commit suicide. Meanwhile, for the police constable, it 

appears that he has no responsibility and agency in determining other measures to 

be taken in the altercation, but to be guided by the deceased with his so-called 

provocative movements and did what the deceased wanted—to be shot to death, 

as interpreted by this forum user. The police constable is seen as if no role was to 

be taken up by him in the altercation and it had nothing to do with his judgment. 

For this reason, questioning the decision-making is simply unnecessary. 

 It is found that a number of the comments on forums contending that the 

deceased should be held responsible. To the group of users who blame the 

deceased for the occurrence of the shooting, the result of the Limbu’s death is 

straightforward: 

  

If he didn’t hit the police, he would be in no trouble. Such an 

unnecessary move.49 (translated by the author) 

 

Let the cha jai50 get a huge kick out of that gunshot. Give him a taste of 

a gunshot.51 (translated by the author) 

 

They believe that the person who provoked the police officer had no right to 

complain. Racialization is also brought into the discussion. However, if it was 

merely a case of assault on resulting in a police shooting the suspect to death, then 

why does factor of race has to be brought up? By saying “give him a taste”, this 

sounds like a punishment in a racialized civilian in a police-civilian altercation. It 

is through shooting the racially subordinate person, the authority (i.e. the police) 

is restored from being physically challenged in an altercation, and the restoration 
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of authority should be celebrated in this discourse. In short, these comments 

reconceptualize the altercation into victim blaming, implying that there is not 

much need for further discussion. 

 

“You haters”. 

 One of the most commonly found strategies to dismiss doubts towards 

police officer is to accuse the critics as police haters. Police are always conceived 

to be working in a dangerous work environment (Bayley, 2002; Fyfe, 1981, 2015; 

Reiner, 1992; Skolnick & Fyfe, 1993; Uildriks & van Reenen, 2001). However, 

such work environment is known as the community, where social activities take 

place. If it is contended that police work in a dangerous environment, this implies 

that we are all embedded in a potentially dangerous environment. Yet, thanks to 

the police—that they indulge themselves into danger and keep us safe from risk 

and harm. Thus, the idea is that police enforce laws which ensure our safety and 

losing them could us into danger. In other words, police are needed to fight crime 

and we cannot lose them. 

 The idea of needing the police is reflected in the comments made by forum 

users in their discussion of the Limbu Shooting. It is discerned that forum users 

have a jumpy logic that the doubts towards the shooting threaten the existence of 

the police. As one user puts: 

 

In fact, the police officer did a not bad job. He has done what has to be 

done. It’s lucky that we have a video to see. If citizens keep picking 

faults, it will destroy the morale of the police force. This does no good 

for citizens. And for the two disgusting politicians, go eat shit if you've 

got nothing to do.52 (translated by the author) 
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The user who wrote the above comment acts as if he/she knows entirely what 

happened in the shooting. However, after having looked into it, the video 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=otvHJtXxBnQ) the user refers to is of very 

bad quality, in which I can barely identify the police officer and the deceased. 

They appear like moving pixels in the video, rather than clear moving people 

which I can tell what they did (see Figures 1, 2 and 3). The video does not convey 

much information except sound of gunshots and the warning given by the 

policeman. The forum user says “It’s lucky that we have a video to see” but I do 

not know what details he could extract from this video with an extremely low 

definition. That is to say, the user made his/her story out of nothing, pretending 

that there is a foundation to reinforce and tell what he/she believes— the police 

are always right. 

 Moreover, it is put forward directly how important the police are from the 

user’s point of view. The user asserts that the morale of the police force would be 

damaged by the critiques. Therefore, the user tries to protect the police from 

criticism, as if the reflex action of a mother protecting her child. Yet, it is by 

protecting the police from the discursive process that the user can be protected by 

the police from danger. To put it in another way, the user thinks that ignoring, 

delegitimizing or dismissing the critiques towards the police can maintain the 

status quo of the police, which “does good” to citizens, including the user 

himself/herself. 

 Besides, these “police protectors” on internet forum discussion accuse the 

critics on the forum of bad intentions out of nowhere: 

 

Police haters always make a huge story of things. They are also always 

worried about if there’s excessive police power because that affects 
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their freedom when they carry out illegal activities.53 (translated by the 

author) 

 

Rather than digging into the details examined by other users, the above comment 

starts by defining the users who doubt the shooting as “police haters”. Moreover, 

the user appropriates an intention to the critics, which is to “carry out illegal 

activities”. The rationale is created out of nowhere. The user makes 

himself/herself to believe that the doubts are all unreasonable by defining the 

critics as bad people with bad intentions. The user believes that no matter what 

they say, the only goal of the critics is to overthrow police authority. By 

convincing himself/herself this way, the user can claim the doubts as irrational 

and toss them away with ease. The user continues to live in his/her own fantasy 

believing that the police represents right and justice whereas those who dare to 

challenge are merely haters. This user, like the other user I have quoted earlier, by 

calling other discerning voices as “police haters”, shows us how desperate they 

yearn for police protection.  
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Figure 1 Screenshot of the YouTube Video Capturing the Altercation 

 

 

Figure 2 Screenshot of the YouTube Video Capturing the Altercation 
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Figure 3 Screenshot of the YouTube Video Capturing the Altercation 

 

 

Outsourcing Hostility 

 I have displayed the four most commonly found narratives in the forum 

discussion on Limbu Shooting. I have also unfolded the logic and assumptions 

made by these narratives to show how the internet forum dismiss the doubts 

towards police use of force. The four narratives displayed a common goal—to 

absolve the police of responsibility in the Limbu Shooting. It is done so by 

pointing fingers to others, as I have analyzed above, the deceased as a racialized 

subject and a suspect, to the police in the United States, and to the forum users 

who show their concern to the police use of force. Moreover, as I have explained 

the logical fallacy of these narratives, they dramatize the shooting to larger 

contextual problems, such as stating that the racial minorities in Hong Kong have 

caused social instability to divert attention from the shooting incident. These 

narratives are examples of availability bias, which is to mobilize whatever 
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available discursive resources to rationalize the shooting, no matter how irrelevant 

those comparisons are. 

 Here, the usage of rationalization is in reference to Sigmund Freud’s 

analysis of defense mechanisms. The idea of the defense mechanism is at the 

center of psychoanalytic theory. The main idea of defense, according to Freud, is 

to avoid the experience of painful feelings and affect (Akkerman, Carr, & Lewin, 

1992; Cooper, 1998; Cramer, 2015). That is to say, the defense system is a system 

activated when we feel threatened by anxiety and the system protects us from that. 

And according to Corey (2008), defensive mechanisms have two common 

features: “(1) either deny or distort reality and (2) operate on an unconscious 

level” (p. 63). Among the mechanisms, rationalization is one of the apparatuses 

frequently mobilized by people in face of danger. Rationalization is a defense 

which aims at “manufacturing ‘good’ reasons to explain the bruised ego” (Corey, 

2008, p. 64). Rationalization serves to explain specific behavior and tends to 

soften the shock in relation to disappointments and anxiety (Corey, 2008; Cramer, 

2015). Hence, rationalization helps a person to conceal their true motivation or 

circumstances by explaining reasons to oneself. And according to what is 

discerned in the internet forum discussion, I argue that what is concealed is the 

questionable police use of deadly force in the altercation with Limbu. 

 Thus, what we need to ask is why do these forum users feel painful or 

anxious when they look into the controversial use of lethal force? I contend that 

what makes these users (as I have termed “police protectors” above) anxious is 

the evaluation of the police and even the larger confidence in the policing system 

as they contextualize in their comments. It is because the users cannot accept 

flaws in the policing system, they have the urgent desire to mobilize whatever 
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available to justify the policeman’s behaviors even if that means sacrificing logic 

and reason. The combative accusation of “police haters” made by these police 

protectors indirectly explains their anxiety, which is the fear of a flawed, not 

trustworthy system. Therefore, if we look at the larger political operation of the 

social contract, these followers of social control cannot bear any shortcomings of 

the police. The possibility of any imperfection in the police force is more than 

enough for these anxious people to worry about the breakdown of the social 

contract. 

 The spirit of the social contract lies in the exchange between the 

government and the governed. In short, it is about people giving their liberty to 

the sovereign and the sovereign power safeguards the people. One of the 

assumptions of the social contract theorists is that individuals exist prior to 

society, meaning that man is non-social in nature (Bruner, 2015; Sjøvaag, 2010; 

Verschoor, 2018; Weale, 2017). In other words, the central idea of the paradigm 

of social contract theory is that it is an unwilling exchange for protection from the 

standpoint of man. It is because of the ideology of contract; we believe that there 

is a certain degree of predictability in our daily interactions. To put it in another 

way, according to Rousseau (1968), it is about people giving up their power: 

 

Since men [sic] cannot create new forces, but merely combine and 

control those which already exist, the only way in which they can 

preserve themselves is by uniting their separate powers in a combination 

strong enough to overcome any resistance, uniting them so that their 

powers are directed by a single motive and act in concert. (p. 59) 

 

The political operation of social contract constructs an imbalance between the 

“social man” and the society (the combination of separate power). However, the 
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combination of powers creates a dilemma—that if it is an exchange, the gain of 

powers as a whole signifies a loss of power for individuals. That is to say, 

although powers are combined strong enough to “overcome resistance”, 

individuals no longer have the power anymore. When they have to rely on power, 

they can only go to the combined powers, which is the state, who governs the 

people and the forgone power, in a social contractarian language. It is a game of 

exchange, a deal between individuals and the state. 

 As a consequence, being deprived of state protection is what the internet 

forum users fear of. Through rationalizing the shooting, the internet forum users 

justify the decision made by the policeman, and to reinforce their belief by 

dismissing doubts towards the so-called unified powers representing the 

individuals. Therefore, we have to ask: what if the unified separated powers 

collapse? Why are these police protectors so anxious and frightened? Hobbes’ 

theory might throw us a hint here: 

 

Indeed, for Hobbes, relations among human beings are of two kinds 

only: relations of hostility, which obtain in and constitute of the state of 

nature, and relations of contract, which obtain in and constitute the state 

of society. In the state of nature, every man has the right to do whatever 

he will in order to preserve and benefit himself; the result is the state of 

war “where every man is Enemy to every man.” To bring this self-

defeating condition to an end, every man is supposed to contract with 

his fellows to establish a commonwealth under a single and all-powerful 

sovereign. (Gauthier, 1977, p. 134) 

 

It is important to note that the social contract theory explains the basis of the 

relationship between society and its members, and of that between people. It is not 

the case that contractarianism is the origin of the relationship between the state 



 81 

and its people. If we agree upon Hobbes’ contention, to put it in another way, 

people are no longer each other’s enemies but they contract with each other. There 

is consent between people and boundaries are drawn. Nevertheless, Hobbes’ 

contention also informs us that once the contract is broken, it seems inevitable 

that we enter into relations of hostility. 

 Returning to the internet forum discussion about the Limbu Shooting, the 

explanations used to rationalize the police shooting reveals the fear of a well-

functioning political operation of the social contract which may collapse. If we 

follow through Hobbes’ assertion, if the deal is broken, all we are left with is 

relations of hostility. In other words, the forum users show us their fear of losing 

the police, who handles hostility on behalf of us in this unwilling exchange. The 

insecurity of the forum users drives them to react in almost a “split-second” way 

to deploy any available discourses to argue against critiques of the police. When 

hostility has been under the police’s control for so long, it seems that individuals 

have lost the ability to identify hostility, let along to deal with it. Situating it to the 

Limbu Shooting, if we appropriate Limbu as the hostile subject, internet forum 

users as who have given up their powers have lost faith in themselves are left with 

no choice but to the state monopoly of violence, which is the police. This explains 

why the authority of the police is so important to them, given the belief that the 

more authoritative of the police, the more stable the relation of contract becomes. 

The incapability of identifying, defining, and handling hostility is where the 

anxiety has sprung. 
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Conclusion: Towards the Fear of Uncertainty 

 The social contract is always thought of as a construct of promises—of 

freedom, equality and protection. We imagine that these are drafted in the deal, 

meanwhile sacrificing certain degree of our freedom to the state. It is also the 

belief shared by many social contract theorists that individuals coming together 

will be stronger than separate individuals identifying each other as enemies 

(Gauthier, 1977). On that account, it is assumed that the power of the non-social 

man is less than the social man, which the non-social man has to fight the battle 

on his own. In the context of policing, it is about the state monopoly of violence 

and whether a person can reclaim violence when he/she finds the social contract is 

unfair in fact, it is a bad deal. Yet, here, from the empirical data I collected, our 

attention goes to the inability of individuals in dealing with hostility—their 

helplessness, anxiety, and fear, while they still choose/need to stick to the contract 

they commit to. 

The encoding/decoding notion is always a good reminder for us—that we 

should never take things for granted and we have to look into the articulation of 

meanings throughout the process to see how things become “meaningful” (Hall, 

2008). I study the social production of news by looking into the process making 

the Limbu Shooting into news. I identify that in the early stage of the production, 

the police authority occupies a privileged position in giving definition to the 

shooting, providing factual and highly technical narratives, and creates a tendency 

of episodic development of the news stories. And of course, the police authority 

put in effort into justifying the shooting by appropriating it to the principles of 

police use of force. After the kickoff, the media, as the second definers, look for 

the story cues which would contribute to the newsworthiness of the story. And as 
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I have shown, the deceased is characterized as a demon via exploiting his race, his 

prior conviction and his suspected mental state by the media. This entertains the 

audience who engage in this episodic enjoyment as if they are all putting the 

puzzles together to look for a version of the story which explains the occurrence 

of the shooting. 

The decoding stage, as I locate it in the internet forums, does not go far 

from the framework set out by the encoding stage. Those anonymized public 

opinions invest in teasing out details of the shooting, despite little information is 

given. I find out that there is a strategy of rationalization mobilized to justify the 

police shooting. And the rationale of this rationalization, I argue, is to conceal the 

fear, anxiety and painful feeling generated by the deprivation of state protection. 

The perceived threat of losing the protection inflicts an almost instinctive reaction 

by dismissing the doubts towards the unified power, the entity which an 

individual gives up his/her power to. There is either contract or hostility, 

according to Hobbes (Gauthier, 1977). The incapability of identifying, handling 

and coercing hostility, as I put forward, is the source of that anxiety that activates 

the defense mechanisms. 

The Limbu Shooting is an unfortunate incident. A man’s life is taken, no 

matter you believe the police use of deadly force is justified or not. It appears that 

the victim gave up too much in return for too little if one ever felt uncomfortable 

about this case. Then maybe we should ask: does the social contract actually live 

up to its promises of equality, freedom and protection? Does the contemporary 

social contract actually have its failures? Or, is cruel optimism (Berlant, 2011; 

Shanks, 2015), meaning that “when something you want is actually a hindrance to 

your prosperity but you stick to it anyway” is what we are looking at here? 
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In the following chapter, I intend to explore another arena that generates 

meanings surrounding the shooting: the law. I will uncover how the death of a 

man caused by state violence is treated in the judiciary. Interrogating the court 

case also reveals how the social contract operates—that the state promises to 

protect our right to life, but in a different language and form. 
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Chapter 3  

The Gatekeeper: Coroner’s Inquest 

 

Rights we are suggesting are fundamental moral commodities because 

they enable us to stand up on our own two feet, "to look others in the 

eye, and to feel in some fundamental way the equal of anyone." To 

think of oneself as the holder of rights is not to be unduly but properly 

proud, to have the minimal self-respect that is necessary to be worthy of 

the love and esteem of others. Conversely to lack the concept of oneself 

as a rights bearer is to be bereft of a significant element of human 

dignity. Without such a concept, we could not view ourselves as beings 

entitled to be treated as not simply means but ends as well. 

Consequently, to opt for a code of conduct in which rights are absent is 

to abandon the kind of respect for persons and human dignity at issue. 

(Bowie & Simon, 1977, p. 78) 

 

Legal doctrine has always occupied a hegemonic position in the discursive 

process in our society (R. Coombe, 2001; R. J. Coombe, 2010; Erni, 2010, 2019). 

While we pay attention to the verdict of a court case, we seldom look into what 

happens in the courtroom. However, it appears that we give our deference to the 

legal doctrine without thinking. In the Limbu inquest, the verdict of lawful killing 

was reached, justifying police officer’s use of lethal force. People who have been 

following the incident might feel uncomfortable about it, namely, a life can be 

taken lawfully, without any consequence. The Limbu Shooting offers us an 

opportunity to review our right to life and how it is protected as promised by the 

state. Therefore, by taking a closer examination of the dynamics in the 

courtrooms, I believe it will give us more insight into understanding the operation 

of how our right to life is protected or not in reality. 
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In this chapter, I discern an ambiguity in the coronial system. The 

ambiguity rests on the purpose of the inquest and the coronial system’s 

understanding of the state’s obligation to the people’s right to life. The ambiguity, 

I argue, leads to a missed opportunity for the state to review what can be done to 

prevent future deaths from happening. Last but not least, I suggest that the 

accountability construction through ambiguity helps us to comprehend the 

maintenance of legitimacy—and in this thesis, the legitimacy of police use of 

force in particular. 

 

The Limbu Shooting in Courtrooms 

There are three court cases regarding the Limbu Shooting in the coroner’s 

court (CCDI 298/2009), high court (HCAL 85/2010) and district court (DCPI 

570/2012) respectively. In this thesis, the coroner’s court case and the high court 

case will be discussed. The reason for the district court case excluded from this 

thesis for analysis is that it did not go through a trial. The case is a personal 

injuries action (DCPI) case, which the widow of the deceased, Sony Rai sought 

compensation for the deceased’s death from the police commissioner and the 

police officer who had killed the deceased. However, according to the lawyer who 

represented the widow’s party, the parties have reached a settlement, which 

explains why the case was not heard in the courtroom. For this reason, only the 

coroner’s inquest summing-up and the judicial review judgment are analysed 

regarding the judicial response to the Limbu shooting. 

I was able to obtain a). The summing-up of the coroner’s inquest delivered 

by the coroner to direct the jury to come up with a verdict and b). The judgment 

made by the judge in high court reasoning why the application made by the 
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widow’s party failed. The coroner’s inquest looked into the details causing the 

death of Limbu. The judicial review application in the High Court was an attempt 

to quash the verdict of lawful killing made by the jury at the end of the coroner’s 

inquest. Her counsel challenged the coroner’s inquest based on three points, that 

the Coroner wrongly: 

1. “refusing to order the Commissioner to disclose documents or parts of 

documents in respect of which the Commissioner had claimed public 

interest immunity;” 

2. “refusing to require the jury to make a narrative (as opposed to short 

form) verdict; and,” 

3. “refusing to exclude evidence of Limbu’s previous convictions for 

violent offences from the jury” (Rai v. William Ng, Esq., The Coroner 

of Hong Kong and Others, 2010, para. 12) 

 

 Narratives of the two documents will be looked into, to delve into the intertwined 

discussion of human rights, law and policing. 

 

The European Convention of Human Rights Article 2, and Local 

Adaptations 

 The occurrence of the coroner’s inquest in the aftermath of state killing 

cases like the Limbu Shooting is a realization of the state’s obligation to the 

European Convention of Human Rights Article 2 (hereafter “ECHR Article 2”). 

The state is obliged to use an independent inquiry body to investigate deaths that 

state agents take part in. It is an effort made by the state in upholding its promise 

in safeguarding its people’s right to life. ECHR Article 2 states: 
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1. Everyone’s right to life shall be protected by law. No one shall be 

deprived of his life intentionally save in the execution of a sentence of a 

court following his conviction of a crime for which this penalty is 

provided by law. 

 

2. Deprivation of life shall not be regarded as inflicted in contravention of 

this Article when it results from the use of force which is no more than 

absolutely necessary: 

(a) in defence of any person from unlawful violence; 

(b) in order to effect a lawful arrest or to prevent the escape of a 

person lawfully detained; 

(c) in action lawfully taken for the purpose of quelling a riot or 

insurrection. 

 

ECHR Article 2 is known as the “right to life article”, which is specially dedicated 

to the protection of people’s right to life—a foundational right granted to us to 

enjoy other rights. The section 2 of the article identifies situations in which action 

resulting in loss of life, whether or not death is intended, can be justified and 

considered to be lawful (Crawshaw, 1991; Jachec-Neale, 2010). In other words, 

although it is the spirit that our right to life has to be safeguarded, there are 

exceptions to the right to life, meaning that the right to life is not absolute (Wicks, 

2010). As a result, the state has an obligation to protect our right to life, to make 

sure that our lives will not be taken away arbitrarily. In Hong Kong, the elements 

of ECHR Article 2 are included in Basic Law Article 2854 and Hong Kong Bill of 

Rights Article 2(1)55. Therefore, the state has the obligation to protect our (people 

in the territory of Hong Kong) right to life in Hong Kong. 

 The state’s obligation to protect our right to life can be divided into 

negative obligations and positive obligations (Mavronicola, 2017; A. R. 
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Mowbray, 2004; Van Der Wilt & Lyngdorf, 2009; Wicks, 2010). For the negative 

obligation of the state, state actions are not allowed to use lethal force except in 

circumstances narrowly defined by ECHR Article 2(2), in which, the “absolute 

necessity” is the key in determining whether a life is taken arbitrarily or not. For 

positive obligation, it is the state’s promise to offer a redress after learning a 

lesson by reviewing a case of state killing and to make effort in preventing future 

deaths (Baker, 2016a, 2016b; Mavronicola, 2017). Thus, the coroner’s court is an 

arena which an in-depth investigation can take place to look into the facts causing 

such deaths, which is also known as the “procedural obligation” of the state in 

accordance with ECHR Article 2: 

 

“…to initiate an effective public investigation by an independent official 

body into any death occurring in circumstances in which it appears that 

one or other of the [substantive] obligations has been, or may have been, 

violated and it appears that agents of states are, or may be, in some way 

implicated” (R (Middleton) v. West Somerset Coroner, 2004, para. 2) 

 

In other words, the coroner’s inquest acts as an independent body to look into 

whether the loss of the right to life (which the state has a role to play) is justified 

or not. More precisely, the Coroners Ordinance (cap. 504) section 27 lists out the 

purpose of a coroner’s inquest: 

 

 27. Purpose of inquest 

The purpose of an inquest into the death of a person shall be to inquire 

into the cause of and the circumstances connected with the death and, for 

that purpose, the proceedings and evidence at the inquest shall be directed 

to ascertaining the following matters in so far as they may be 

ascertained— 

(a) the identity of the person; 
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(b) how, when and where the person came by his death; 

(c) the particulars for the time being required by the Births and 

Deaths Registration Ordinance (Cap. 174) to be registered 

concerning the death; and 

(d) the conclusion of— 

(i) where the inquest was held without a jury, the coroner 

who held the inquest; 

(ii) in any other case, the jury concerned, as to the death. 

 

Section 27 informs us of the procedures of a coroner’s inquest, which is an 

inquest searching for factual information of death. The purpose of going through 

the procedures is finding the cause of death and circumstances of death. Hence, as 

stated clearly, the responsibility of a coroner’s inquest is to tease out the factual 

puzzles to have a fuller picture of how a death occurred. Not all deaths have to go 

through a hearing in the coroner’s court. The coroner may call an inquest when a 

person dies under these circumstances: “suddenly; by accident or violence; under 

suspicious circumstances; or, when the dead body of a person is found in or 

brought into Hong Kong,” and an inquest must be held when “a person dies whilst 

in official custody, for example, in a prison or a police cell; or upon the request of 

the Secretary for Justice” (Hong Kong Judiciary, 2018). Hence, by revealing how 

ECHR Article 2 is localized in the Hong Kong judiciary, this explains why the 

Limbu Shooting was heard in the coroner’s court and how it is related to the 

greater discourse of the right to life, as defined by the sacred ECHR Article 2. 

 

Coroner’s Inquest, Not Coroner’s Trial 

 The nature of the coroner’s court is different from that of other courts in 

the judiciary. The distinction between a coroner’s inquest and a trial has to be 

pointed out, due to the fact that this influences the goal of a proceeding, as well as 
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our expectation from a proceeding. Namely, a coroner’s inquest is not an 

adversarial proceeding, but an inquisitorial proceeding. Nevertheless, one has to 

be informed that the purpose of the coroner’s court was not the same as today’s 

when it was first established, which requires a brief explanation of the history of 

the Coroner. 

 The Office of Coroner was believed to be set up in the English legal 

system in the ninth century, but the first official reference to coroners was the 

Articles of Eyre, which was published in 1194 (Ferguson, 1955; Green, 1992; 

McKeough, 1983). According to the Articles of Eyre, the justices needed to select 

four individuals to protect the financial interests of the king. The coroners were 

the appointed representatives of the Crown (corona, and therefore coroner), who 

were responsible for a wide range of tasks, which include carrying out judicial 

investigations (Ferguson, 1955). And in addition to that, the establishment of the 

Office of Coroner was to counterbalance the sheriff, to make sure that the revenue 

of the Crown was safeguarded. According to early English law, the throne was 

forfeited by the chattels of people who committed suicide or obtained a penalty 

for a crime. The coroner was the director of the set. Furthermore, it was his 

responsibility to inspect and dispose of bodies of people who had fallen in public 

places or along the highways, and according to the statute, he could legally claim 

for the crown whatever value was found on the bodyshell (Ferguson, 1955; 

McKeough, 1983; Thurston, 1962). As the influence of the King of England was 

slowly reduced, the Coroner's office degenerated from its early prestige to that of 

a minor local official in charge of carrying out death inquests “occurring under 

violent, unnatural or suspicious circumstances” (Ferguson, 1955, p. 40). In the 

fourteenth century, the power of the coroner’s’ offices was further reduced and 
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their fiscal duties were removed. Over time, the major task for the coroners has 

been to look into sudden death (Ferguson, 1955; McKeough, 1983). This is how 

the designated representative of the Crown becomes the coroner we perceive 

today, which is to deal with the categories of citizen death as listed in the 

Coroner’s Ordinance in Hong Kong. 

 Although the coroner’s court is within the body of the judiciary, it is 

different from other courts in terms of how the proceedings take place. One of the 

most prominent characteristics of a coroner’s inquest is the fact that it is an 

inquest, not a trial. A coroner’s inquest is an inquiry into the cause of and the 

circumstances connected with the death. The purpose of the inquest is to find out 

the identity of the person, how, when and where the person died, and also to find 

out the particulars the Births and Death Registration Ordinance (Cap. 174) needs 

to register the person’s death. In other words, a coroner’s inquest is a fact-finding 

process, instead of a fault-finding process (Dowd, 1991; McKeough, 1983; 

Moskoff & Young, 1988; Scott Bray, 2010; Thurston, 1962). By putting it as fact-

finding instead of fault-finding, it appears that the compromise to the fact-finding 

principle sets limitations to coronial proceedings. For a fact-finding proceeding, 

one can imagine that the proceeding looks into the facts supported by medical 

evidence, witnesses’ testimonies and other relevant evidence which guides us to 

the “how” in the coroner’s court. Yet, for a fault-finding proceeding, it does not 

stop at the fact level but goes beyond it to look for responsibility, namely the goal 

of criminal trials and civil trials. To compare the nature of an inquisitorial 

proceeding and that of an adversarial proceeding, I would like to borrow the table 

drawn by the Warwick Inquest Group (1985, p. 46), see Table 5. 
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Table 5 Essential Features of Inquisitorial Proceeding and Adversarial 

Proceeding 

Inquisitorial Proceeding Adversarial Proceeding 

Official and thorough inquiry 
• Own motion initiates proceedings 
• No parties 
• Inquisitor summonses witnesses 
• Emphasis upon fresh evidence 
• Participants have dossier before trial 
• Accused may be interrogated in court 
• Confession inconclusive, inquiry 

continues 

Contest 
• Trial instigated by prosecuting party 
• Two (usually) parties 
• Parties select witnesses 
• Emphasis upon oral evidence, 

witnesses coached 
• Ambush and surprise acceptable 
• Accused may choose not to give 

evidence 
• Confession and guilty plea conclusive 

Adjudicator as director 
• Adjudicator is active 
• Evidence predominantly adduced by 

adjudicator 
• Accused’s circumstances and evidence 

known before trial 
• Merger of fact finding and prosecution 

responsibilities 
• Lay element integrated with legal 

adjudicators 

Adjudicator as umpire 
• Adjudicator is passive 
• Evidence predominantly adduced by 

parties 
• No prior knowledge of the case or 

character of the accused 
• Division of fact finding and 

prosecution responsibilities 
• Fact finding responsibility devolved to 

jury 
Discretion oriented hearing 
• Logical relevance principle of 

evidence 
• Documentary evidence acceptable 
• Tendency to underlawyering 
• Free flowing, uninterrupted 

questioning 

Rule restricted procedure 
• Admissibility basis of evidence 
• Documentary evidence restricted 
• Tendency to overlawyering 
• Interruption and objections from 

parties 

Note. Reprinted from “The Inquest as a Theatre for Police Tragedy: The Davey Case”, by 
Warwick Inquest Group, 1985, Journal of Law and Society, 12(1), p. 46. 
 

 One should be able to differentiate the characteristics of an adversarial 

proceeding from those of an inquisitorial proceeding. The dynamics, roles played 

by adjudicators, goals, and outcomes between an inquest and a trial are different, 

as shown in Table 5. However, the distinctions are not there merely because of 

some undocumented rituals. Instead, the features of an inquisitorial proceeding 

bring about a verdict composed of facts and a more substantial impact on the 



 94 

public’s understanding of death and the right to life, as the former Attorney 

General for New South Wales, John Dowd (1991) puts in his piece which reflects 

upon the role of coroners: 

 

I think the basic function of coronial inquiries is to reassure the public 

that murders and arsons are not going undetected. It is also to reassure 

the public that people in positions of control over others, such as doctors 

in hospitals or police holding people in custody, are not abusing their 

positions by neglecting people in their care or actively causing them 

harm. (p. 54) 

 

Dowd (1991) makes a statement of the purpose of the coroner’s court and the 

importance of the coroners in reassuring the public that their right to life is 

safeguarded, despite unequal power held between people in the society. Yet, he 

goes on to remind people how coroners should behave, as framed by the 

inquisitorial nature of coronial proceedings: 

 

Coroners do not conduct criminal trials. If the coroner forms the opinion 

that the evidence establishes a prima facie case, it is not up to the 

coroner to deal with that person for that offence. Many people expect 

the coronial system to punish people who might be thought, reasonably 

or unreasonably, to be responsible for the death of someone they knew. 

This expectation is often based on a combination of emotion and a 

misunderstanding of the coroner’s role. Coroners cannot convict people 

or commit them for trial. (Dowd, 1991, p. 54) 

 

It is clear that the existence of the coroner’s court has an ideological effect—that 

is, to reinforce people’s belief in the guarantee of the right to life, which people’s 

lives would not be taken arbitrarily. Nevertheless, Dowd (1991) also points out 

that coroners are expected to be emotionless (compared to trials), as he asserts 
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“…expectation is often based on a combination of emotion and a 

misunderstanding of the coroner’s role”, coroners are expected to be emotion-free 

and have a full understanding of their role. Literature has pointed out how the 

medical evidence occupies a high position among other kinds of evidence in the 

hierarchy in a coroner’s courtroom (Green, 1992; Hanzlick & Combs, 1998). In 

addition to science being put in a higher priority in the proceeding, the 

requirements of coroners come together, reflecting the enormous demand of the 

notion of “rationality” being put in coroner’s inquest. In other words, only facts 

(more accurately, scientific, thus more reliable facts) are admissible in the inquest, 

and human factors such as emotions are excluded, which differentiate itself from 

adversarial trials. Hence, this defines coronial jurisdiction as facts speak for 

themselves and the deceased. 

 

Rational Courtroom Theatre 

 The courtroom is where proceedings take place, and it is not any random 

place—it has its own rules, it is a unique combination of people doing their 

designated duties, and a sacred place where most of us think justice can be served. 

It is not surprising that scholars have been making attempts to analogize the 

courtroom with other arenas, as such the understanding of courtroom as theatre is 

shared by a number of scholars who employ an interactionalist perspective to 

study judicial proceedings (see, for example, Archer, 2011; Ball, 1975; Corrigan, 

Anderson, & Robertson, 2018; Lahav, 2004; Leader, 2008; Levenson, 2008; 

Rogers, 2008; Warwick Inquest Group, 1985). This collection of literature rejects 

the view of seeing courtrooms as closed laboratories and jurors being machines, 

where all can be controlled and anticipated (Levenson, 2008). Instead, courtrooms 
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are full of possibilities, which depends on the interactions among the actors, 

directors, and the audience, if one considers a judicial proceeding as a theatre 

play. If we agree upon treating judicial proceedings as judicial theatre, theatrical 

experiences might be able to contribute to our understanding of the dynamics in 

legal proceedings, including the inquest into the death of Dil Bahadur Limbu. 

 One of the most common ways for a novice to study theatre is to study 

genres chronologically, meaning that Greek Tragedy would be the first genre to 

be studied. What is Greek Tragedy, and what are the features of Greek Tragedy? 

Aristotle (1996), in his renowned and classical work Poetics, gives a definition to 

Greek Tragedy: 

 

Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is admirable, complete and 

possesses magnitude; in language made pleasurable, each of its species 

separated in different parts; performed by actors, not through narration; 

effecting through pity and fear the purification of such emotions. (p. 10) 

 

This is a classical definition asserted by Aristotle. If we are only discussing the 

acting part in the setting of theatre, it would solely be about “drama”. However, 

when we talk about theatre, it is about a place to see. For instance, the setting of 

theatre includes spectatorship. More importantly, as put forward by Aristotle, 

Greek Tragedy does not solely rely on narration, but it is “effecting through pity 

and fear the purification of such emotions”. Pity (eleon), fear (phobos), and 

purification (catharsis) are the stages that spectators go through in the process of 

being indulged in Greek Tragedy. In other words, following the theory of 

catharsis put forward by Aristotle, we can understand theatre as psychological 

therapy, which spectators go through stages of eleon, phobos, and catharsis. This 

is possible only if the spectators experience the circumstances and difficulties of 
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the main characters themselves as if they were experiencing their issues (Holler & 

Leroch, 2010). Therefore, if we acknowledge Aristotle’s understanding of theatre, 

empathy would be the key experience of the spectator. Returning to the courtroom 

setting, hence the jurors in the Coroner’s Inquest into Limbu’s Death had to go 

through the empathizing process throughout the play, i.e., the proceeding. 

 Other than the theoretical resource delivered by Aristotle in his 

understanding of theatre as psychological therapy, Holler and Leroch (2010) in 

their work studying jury in the play, mobilize the moral philosophy of sympathy 

contended by Adam Smith. Many regard Adam Smith as an economic theorist, 

some might regard him as a moral philosopher, while only a few of us are able to 

see his contribution to modern legal philosophy. Holler and Leroch (2010) utilize 

Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments, that we sympathize with someone by first 

substituting ourselves into the person (i.e., the actor or the acted upon). According 

to Smith, we need to obtain as much knowledge as possible of the action and its 

effects before we can reach a verdict. That is to say, we have to sympathize 

(substitute ourselves into) the actor and the acted upon (Holler & Leroch, 2010). 

By doing so, one thus knows the driving force of the actor for his actions and the 

damages suffered by the acted upon. By sympathizing with the two parties, we 

find out the “what” in an incident or in a conflict. Followed by the so-called 

weaker form of sympathy (i.e., to substitute ourselves into both parties to know 

what is going on), we begin to develop a stronger form of sympathy through 

evaluating whether or not we agree with the actions of those whom we have 

previously sympathized with. When we, as spectators find out that we can no 

longer find ourselves sympathizing with someone’s action, we tend to have an 

emotional reaction immediately (Holler & Leroch, 2010). According to Smith,  
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…when the hurtfulness of the action is joined the impropriety of the 

affection from whence it proceeds, when our heart rejects with 

abhorrence all fellow-feeling with the motives of the agent, we then 

heartily and entirely sympathize with the resentment of the sufferer… 

Such actions seem then to deserve, and, if I may say so, to call aloud 

for, a proportionable punishment; and we entirely enter into, and 

thereby approve of, that resentment which prompts to inflict it. (Smith 

1982, as cited in Holler & Leroch, 2010, p. 96) 

 

The reaction, as contended by Adam Smith, is the resent developed. It is about 

how the strong form of sympathy goes, and to what extent we choose to 

sympathize with the parties in a conflict. Yet, the resentment is not without 

consequences. The desire for punishment emerges after we go through the 

development of resentment. As a result, sympathy acts as the real principle for 

punishment. It is only through punishment; that resentment is satisfied. This is 

why moral philosophy is inseparable from legal philosophy from Adam Smith’s 

point of view. 

 However, returning to the case—the coroner’s inquest into the death of 

Limbu; if we agree upon the sympathizing process put forward by Aristotle and 

Adam Smith, we can view the courtroom as theatre. However, it might be 

problematic if we see the coronial jurisdiction as a purely rational, emotion-free 

and science-only arena. The jury takes up the responsibility of watching the 

judicial play and reaching a verdict, which means being the audience in the play. 

On the one hand, the coronial jurisdiction requires the participants in the inquest 

to bear in mind that it is a fact-finding proceeding and emotions should be 

eliminated. On the other, it does seem impossible to escape from the process of 

substitution of the deceased and the police officer who had killed the deceased, 
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and such an emotional investment does not equal to the fact that their judgment 

might be impartial—but Adam Smith may say that it is via sympathy, we achieve 

an impartiality and make judgments. I will focus more on the coroner’s inquest to 

show how the theatrical framework can help us to understand the power relation 

that took place in the courtroom. 

 

Characterizing the Deceased and the Police Officer—Truly Believed Or Not 

 The coroner’s inquest investigating Limbu’s death is a process of 

reconstructing the truth of the shooting which caused the death of Limbu. Jurors 

are required to make their judgments solely based on the evidence brought before 

them by the parties of the case. In other words, the jurors have to figure out “what 

really happened” based on the evidence brought into a hearing. The evidence acts 

as a tunnel from the perspective of the ruling party, which brings them to the 

“scene” and convinces them to believe the version of the story with the selected 

evidence. Therefore, the jury needs to choose among the competing accounts of 

the event to announce which story is believed to be portraying “what really 

happened” (Schiavi, 2011). 

 An object reality is not an “out there” product which is isolated from the 

social force, but it is constructed and sustained through a process of mundane 

reason supported by prejudice and personal beliefs (Pollner, 1987; Schiavi, 2011). 

If we perceive the coroner’s inquest as a theatre, participants in the courtroom 

thus take up different roles. In this sense, the coroner in the inquest acts as the 

director and also an actor. The coroner is the director because, for example, he 

acts as the gatekeeper to decide which evidence is admissible and which is not. 

The coroner is also the actor because of the needs to use his creativity, like 
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summing up the evidence delivered in the over 70 days of the inquest before 

asking the jurors to discuss and to reach a verdict. The attorneys are the actors 

who play their role in convincing the audience that their clients are the victims or 

the acts done by their clients are justified. For the jurors, they are the audience, 

which, as a result, they have to go through the sympathizing route, as suggested 

by the theatrical framework. 

 However, it was questioned whether the characterization of the parties was 

biased in the proceeding. In the judicial review, the widow of the deceased sought 

to quash the verdict of lawful killing by the jury of the coroner’s inquest. One of 

their three accusations is the Coroner was wrong to refuse to “exclude evidence of 

Limbu’s previous convictions for violent offences from the jury” (Rai v. William 

Ng, Esq., The Coroner of Hong Kong and Others, 2010, para. 12). In the 

coroner’s inquest, the deceased’s criminal records were admitted to the court. 

However, if the coroner’s court is an inquisitorial proceeding, which does no 

more than finding the fact of a person’s death by looking into “when, who, and 

how”, then why should the previous conviction be taken into account to explain 

the particular altercation which led to Limbu’s death? However, the presiding 

judge of the high court judicial review supported the decision of admitting the 

deceased’s criminal record as follows: 

 

In the circumstances, the Coroner could reasonably hold that evidence 

of Limbu’s previous propensity to attack persons violently was relevant 

to the jury’s consideration of what happened at the hillside. I am unable 

to conclude that the Coroner’s decision to admit evidence of Limbu’s 

previous conviction for acts of violence was so unreasonable that no 

coroner could possibly have allowed the same. (Rai v. William Ng, 

Esq., The Coroner of Hong Kong and Others, 2010, para. 94) 
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There seems to be a seemingly narrow functioning nature of the coroner’s inquest. 

While we are reminded that the coroner’s inquest consists of high standard of 

relevant evidence selection to look into how a person died, it does not seem 

convincing to me that the criminal record speaks anything “scientific” (as the 

inquisitorial proceeding is obsessed with this standard) in causing Limbu’s death 

in that particular altercation took place on March 17, 2009. Instead, it appears that 

it is a skill of characterization—to characterize Limbu as a violent and 

unreasonable person in the so-called rational atmosphere of the coroner’s inquest. 

Moreover, Limbu’s other aspects of life, such as his incapability of finding a 

stable job to his unstable relationship with the widow, were revealed in the 

inquest. While for the description of Police Constable Hui, it was mainly on his 

overall performance; his excellent performance in the police force and the 

complaints he received as a police officer, hardly touched upon his personal life. 

 The characterization, I argue, has a significant impact on leading the jury 

to reach a verdict. If we still follow the theatrical framework to understand the 

inquest, the audience (i.e., the jury) had to sympathize with both the deceased and 

Police Constable Hui. The characterization, however, had given them an 

impression on the shattered life of the deceased and the evidently rational police 

officer (at least he is normal). If the process of making impartial judgment is 

inevitable of going through a substituting process, it is doubted that the jury 

would find themselves easily sympathizing with the viciously depicted deceased. 

Moreover, the characterization, as I argue here, has much to do with the process 

of reaching a verdict in this coroner’s inquest: 

 

Therefore, you must bear in mind that you have to judge police 

constable Hui’s action based on what he believed the danger was. You 
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also have to remember that you cannot expect a person to measure 

precisely the level of force to be applied when he is situated in the heat 

of the moment when he needs to protect himself. If the attack faced by 

him is severe, his position would be more hard-pressed. If you 

determine that the person being attacked believes or might truly believe 

that he has to protect himself, and his act does not exceed what he truly 

and instinctively believes, then these would be very strong evidence—in 

showing that his use of force is reasonable in terms of proportionality.56 

(Limbu Dilbahadur, 2009, emphases added) (translated by the author) 

 

Indeed, the coroner explicitly invited the jurors to position themselves as the 

police officer, by using rhetoric such as “you cannot expect a person” which 

reduced the police officer to an ordinary citizen, “based on what he believed”, and 

to describe the altercation as “hard-pressed” to invite sympathy for the police 

officer. More technically, the principle for the jurors to make their judgment, as 

guided by the Coroner, is that whether Police Constable Hui’s action is based on 

“what he believed the danger was”. In other words, it is of little concern what the 

danger was, but what Hui believed was. Therefore, the key to arriving the verdict 

is by judging the police officer’s intention. Once again, situated in the fact-finding 

court, how does fact (especially medical fact in this inquisitorial proceeding) 

guide a person to know the police officer’s intention? For that reason, it is not 

about jurors to look into what the police officer truly believed or not, but the 

judgment comes after the assessment done by the jurors that whether they believe 

the police officer. 

 The reconstruction of reality is precisely what the coroner’s inquest is 

about. Pieces of evidence gathered, and different parties want to construct their 

version of the event to argue in favour of their own parties. As the director who 

has the discretion to decide whether evidence is admissible or not, the coroner 
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does carry an impact on the perception of the event by the jurors. Especially for 

the Limbu case, if we assume that jurors have to substitute themselves into Limbu 

and Police Constable Hui, the disfavouring and seemingly irrelevant evidence 

appears to add burden to the jurors to develop relatability to the deceased, who 

could not even perform his front stage in the inquest because he is dead. In 

contrast, the front stage of the police officer invites a strong form of sympathy (in 

Adam Smith’s language), which directed the jury to arrive at the verdict of lawful 

killing, since the intention of the police officer to shoot was the key principle in 

the proceeding. 

 

Ignoring State Liability: Is It Still An Inquest? 

 With the theatrical filter added to the analysis above, one cannot stop 

doubting: is it still a “pure” inquisitorial proceeding? Although the coroner’s 

inquest of Limbu’s death is an inquisitorial proceeding, which is supposed to be 

limited to the exploration of facts in relation to the death of the deceased, the 

commitment to the spirit of “fact only” appears to be wavered in the inquest, as 

shown in the previous sections of this chapter. If we follow through, the 

foundational reason for the existence of coroner’s court in today’s world is ECHR 

Article 2, which suggests the state’s responsibility in protecting people’s right to 

life. That is to say; if there is a violation of the right to life, it is on the state. The 

aim of a coroner’s inquest investigating the facts leading to one’s death, therefore, 

is to examine the state’s liability in the death and to work out what the state can 

do to prevent similar incident from happening (Affleck, 1965; Baker, 2016a; 

Mavronicola, 2017; A. Mowbray, 2002). 
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 Rather than restraining itself to the limitation the inquisitorial principle 

sets for the coronial proceeding, the coroner’s inquest of Limbu’s death crossed 

the line to look into the police officer’s liability. As uncovered above, the inquest 

ended with a verdict of lawful killing. Yet, when we look at the process of how 

the coroner directed the jury before reaching a verdict, it is more likely the 

coroner stimulating the jury to decide upon whether the police officer has a 

responsibility in it. Moreover, if the coroner’s inquest is expected to carry out its 

function as making sure that the state is under the negative obligation of ECHR 

Article 2, the stringent regulation should be treated as the focus of interrogation in 

the inquest, as suggested in McCann and Others v. United Kingdom: 

 

In this respect the use of the term "absolutely necessary" in Article 2 

para. 2 (art. 2-2) indicates that a stricter and more compelling test of 

necessity must be employed from that normally applicable when 

determining whether State action is "necessary in a democratic society" 

under paragraph 2 of Articles 8 to 11 (art. 8-2, art. 9-2, art. 10-2, art. 11-

2) of the Convention. In particular, the force used must be strictly 

proportionate to the achievement of the aims set out in sub-paragraphs 2 

(a), (b) and (c) of Article 2 (art. 2-2-a-b-c). (McCann and Others v. 

United Kingdom, 1995, para. 149) 

 

McCann was the first case heard by the court involving ECHR Article 2, which 

sought the court to clarify if the state had a positive duty to protect its people’s 

right to life, and if the law enforcement had to provide sufficient training and 

strict guidelines in deploying lethal force (A. R. Mowbray, 2004). The quoted 

paragraph upholds the “absolutely necessary” threshold set for the exceptional 

circumstances which taking people’s lives would be lawful and justified. Also, the 

requirement stated in ECHR Article 2 demands a “stricter and more compelling” 
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test than articles concerning other rights. Therefore, the deployment of lethal force 

should be under stringent regulation of absolute necessity and be considered as a 

last resort. On top of that, the absolute necessity only counts when there is a 

“palpable threat to life or bodily integrity” (Mavronicola, 2017, p. 1030) to justify 

the use of deadly force to repel such a threat. If a lethal force is deployed in 

otherwise circumstances, the deployment of force would be considered as 

excessive use of force, and the victim’s right to life would be seen as taken away 

arbitrarily. 

 Returning to the Limbu case, the direction given by the coroner was, to 

some extent directing the jury to go farther than what ECHR Article 2 suggests. 

The coroner instructed the jury that the key consideration was to determine 

whether the police officer honestly believed that there was an imminent life threat 

before he opened fire, as I have analyzed in the previous section to show how the 

deceased was characterized in the courtroom. Allow me to quote the coroner 

again to show how he narrated the main consideration the jury had to take before 

coming up with a verdict in the inquest: 

 

Therefore, you must bear in mind that you have to judge police 

constable Hui’s action based on what he believed the danger was. You 

also have to remember that you cannot expect a person to measure 

precisely the level of force to be applied when he is situated in the heat 

of the moment when he needs to protect himself. If the attack faced by 

him is severe, his position would be more hard-pressed. If you 

determine that the person being attacked believes or might truly believe 

that he has to protect himself, and his act does not exceed what he truly 

and instinctively believes, then these would be very strong evidence—in 

showing that his use of force is reasonable in terms of proportionality.57 

(Limbu Dilbahadur, 2009, emphases added) (translated by the author) 
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The emphasis I want to make here is the “true belief” that the coroner guided the 

jury to test on in judging whether the deceased was killed arbitrarily or not (i.e. 

the main concern of ECHR Article 2). However, one should not forget that the 

basis of the coroner’s inquest is ECHR Article 2, which has a stringent regulation 

on the deprivation of the right to life. The only circumstance for the deployment 

of lethal force is when it is “absolutely necessary”. Moreover, the European Court 

of Human Rights noted that the intentional test “would hardly be consistent with 

the object and purpose of the Convention or with a strict interpretation of the 

general obligation to protect the right to life” (Stewart v. United Kingdom, 1984, 

para. 15) and the “absolute necessity” as stated in ECHR Article 2 is the only 

exception to the right to life (Hessbruegge, 2017). In other words, the “honest 

belief” test is rather irrelevant in the arena of coroner’s court, if one is following 

the criteria set out by ECHR Article 2 strictly. 

 Hence, the “honest belief” test points to the argument of mens rea (i.e. 

intention), imposing criminal law style onto the supposedly inquisitorial 

proceeding. The “honest belief” test applies not only to the determination of the 

threat at issue by the state agent but also to their option of response (Mavronicola, 

2017). Therefore, it plays a determining role not only in evaluating the need to use 

force to repel an attack on one of the grounds specified in Article 2(2), but also in 

the absolute necessity of using lethal force—which allows force to be both 

appropriate and strictly proportionate to the danger at issue. To give an instance, 

the “honest belief” contended by the state agent is understood as a “good reason” 

if the jury chooses to trust the agent. As illustrated in previous sections, even if 

the threat is “mistakenly believed” by the person, such a belief will still be 

considered a legitimate belief and thus the actions follow will be perceived as 
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justified (Jackson, 2003). The measurement of necessity to repel via assessing the 

truthfulness of the perception of threat has gone nowhere close to the objective 

measurement as required by ECHR Article 2. 

 As a consequence, rather than guiding the jury to guess what the police 

constable was thinking in that altercation, an objective examination of the 

“absolute necessity” requirement is needed so to be loyal to ECHR Article 2. The 

court should approach the case by differentiating state liability from individual 

liability in order to avoid the inquisitorial proceeding from becoming an 

adversarial one (Mavronicola, 2017; Scott Bray & Martin, 2016). The approach is 

entirely out of the scope set out by ECHR Article 2, but the coroner’s inquest took 

place in the name of Article 2. In other words, the goal of Article 2 was never 

fulfilled—not looking into state liability, and hence no redress could be produced. 

All in all, because of the incompatible approach utilized in the Limbu case, 

accountability was not claimed. A man died, and no lesson was learned. The dead 

soul left us nothing but a missed opportunity to consolidate our right to life. 

 

An Ambiguous System 

 The main idea of holding a coroner’s inquest is to fulfill the state’s 

obligation to ECHR Article 2, as known as the right to life. A coroner’s inquest 

provides space to allow a public, independent and somewhat transparent 

investigation to take place to look into the cause of death, including deaths after 

police contact. In other words, members of the public expect state agents and 

other parties involved to be held accountable to their actions by going through this 

judicial process (Baker, 2016a, 2016b; Scott Bray & Martin, 2016; Urpeth, 2010). 

Although the coroner’s court is different from other courts where adversarial trials 
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take place, it provides a venue to disclose documents related to the death and 

make witnesses available for the inquest, as required by the ECHR (Matthews, 

2007). Thus, the coroner’s court was the only officially established independent 

body to regulate death after police contact in the aftermath of the Limbu 

Shooting.58 

 However, by having a closer look at the Limbu inquest, one might start to 

feel confused by the role of the coroner’s court. David Baker (2016a) studies the 

death after police contact in England and Wales. Baker puts forward that the 

coronial system is “ambiguous, discretionary and arbitrary” (Baker, 2016a, 

Chapter 3). As shown in the previous section, the coroner directed the jury to 

reach a verdict by emphasizing the mens rea of the police who shot the deceased 

to death. This violates the negative obligation to the Article 2, which “absolute 

necessity” should be treated as the only acceptable criterion in determining 

whether a life is taken lawfully or not (Mavronicola, 2017; A. R. Mowbray, 

2004). On top of that, one of the controversial issues surrounding the coroner’s 

inquest is the ambiguous definition of the purpose of inquest. In the Limbu case, 

the primary concern of the case is “how” the deceased came to his death. As in 

“how”, it is one of the reasons why the widow attempted to quash the verdict of 

lawful killing reached in the coroner’s inquest. 

 The extent of “how” in the case determines other components of the 

inquest. If the court is sticking to ECHR Article 2, the primary goal of it should be 

examining the state liability in causing the death. And for the positive obligation 

of the state, in particular, redress has to be suggested to prevent future deaths from 

happening. Yet, before arriving at such a suggestion, the inquest has to figure out 

how the person came to his death. The “how”, however, can be interpreted in a 
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narrow or a broad sense (Dorries, 2004). For instance, a death caused by medical 

can be explained narrowly that specific organs exhausted, which lead to death, or 

what medical procedures went wrong with flaws in administrative arrangements. 

Therefore, in inquests examining state killing, the “how” question occasionally 

becomes the “why” question, in which it deals with the cause of death at an 

organization level, different from the acts and negligence of state agents (Baker, 

2016a; Dorries, 2004). This, in other words, determines whether the inquest stays 

in line with the spirit of ECHR Article 2—that to explore the state liability. In the 

Limbu case, unfortunately, the individual liability was emphasized, and the state 

liability was not prioritized. The inquest, therefore, did not perform the function 

expected by ECHR Article 2, the article which gives life to the coroner’s court in 

today’s world. 

 The coroner’s court, however, does not have a consistent interpretation of 

the purpose of the inquest. Namely, the House of Lords in Middleton unanimously 

holds that such a limited understanding of the role of the Coroner could not in all 

situations satisfy ECHR criteria: 

  

Only one change is in our opinion needed: to interpret "how" in section 

11(5)(b)(ii) of the Act and rule 36 (1)(b) of the Rules in the broader 

sense previously rejected, namely as meaning not simply "by what 

means" but "by what means and in what circumstances". (R (Middleton) 

v. West Somerset Coroner, 2004, para. 35) 

 

Therefore, the interpretation of “how” is much more than austerely looking into 

death by what means, but the circumstances have to be taken into account as well, 

in order to fulfil the obligation to ECHR Article 2. At the same time, in the 

Judicial Review regarding Limbu’s coroner’s inquest, the judge Hon Reyes J also 
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cited the standard adopted by Hartmann J in Dr. Gilbert Tien v. William Lam 

Esq., Coroner [2004] HKLRD 719, that a narrow “how” should be the purpose of 

the coroner’s inquest in examining the cause of death: 

  

“I am satisfied that this obligation has brought no change to either the 

earlier legislative regime or the established practice in terms of which 

the question to be decided is a limited factual question of the means by 

which the person came by his death and not in what broad 

circumstances he did so.” (para. 13, emphases added) 

 

Here, the narrow understanding of “how” is adopted. This reflects there is such a 

space of interpretation in terms of the purpose of inquest. Different understanding 

of the purpose of the inquest brings consequences to the kinds of evidence to be 

admitted to the court. As we can see from the Limbu case, the coroner had a high 

degree of discretion in determining what evidence can be admitted and what 

cannot. As I have shown in the previous sections, the deceased’s prior conviction 

was admitted to the court and I argued that it created an effect of characterization 

of the deceased in the proceeding which requested the jury to reach a verdict 

based on the jury’s belief in the police officer’s mens rea. Meanwhile, in the 

process of searching for “means” and “circumstances” of Limbu’s death, the 

coroner used his discretion to dismiss the request for admitting the teaching 

materials of the police force, as cited in the Judicial Review: 

 

With respect, it is also very difficult for me to see why from one 

particular incident we can see whether there is a problem or not in the 

police’s system in teaching the students…In my view, we cannot say 

that these documents are not relevant to this case, but as a matter of 
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degree, they are only of peripheral relevance… (Rai v. William Ng, 

Esq., The Coroner of Hong Kong and Others, 2010, para. 46) 

 

The coroner’s discretion determines what evidence is relevant and what is not. 

Therefore, the pieces of puzzles made available to the jury largely influence the 

process of reconstructing the story, which, as a result influences their verdict in 

considering the cause of Limbu’s death. The scope of the inquest is based upon 

the discretion of the coroner. However, other than the coroner, no one has an idea 

of the broadness of the investigation, i.e., what area of examination is regarded as 

relevant in this case. While the deceased’s prior conviction is seen as relevant, 

details of police training are treated as “peripheral relevant”. The lack of 

transparency combined with the ambiguity of the purpose of inquest thus does not 

guarantee a consistent expectation of the function of the coroner’s court following 

the principle of ECHR Article 2. 

 On the whole, there is a lack of clarity in the coroner’s court. The state 

does not provide the coroner’s court with clear instructions to carry out 

investigations with consistent criteria to protect its people’s right to life. Thus, it is 

inevitable to have audiences unsatisfied by the performance of the regulatory 

body. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 Law holds a hegemonic position in discursive processes (R. J. Coombe, 

2010; Erni, 2010). On the one hand, we are shocked by the fact that a man was 

shot dead by a police officer, and we have an instinct that there is something 

wrong with it. On the other, I believe we should become acquainted with how the 
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incident is scrutinized in courtrooms, where abundant—but selective—resources 

are granted to carry out in-depth investigations and debates about the shooting. 

 I have devoted a part of the chapter to introduce the features of the 

coroner’s court. By highlighting the inquisitorial characteristic of the court, it 

reminds us that the coroner’s court is not a place where justice can be served by 

finding an individual to blame. Instead, having ECHR Article as the principle, the 

primary goal of the inquest is to act as a balance body to regulate deaths that the 

state might have a role to play in. 

 Nonetheless, the arbitrariness and ambiguity of the inquest create 

obstacles for us to use death as an opportunity to enhance the protection of the 

right to life. In the Limbu inquest, individual liability became the focus instead of 

the state liability which is stated in ECHR Article 2. Moreover, there is always an 

ambiguous purpose of the inquest, coupled with the high degree of coroner 

discretion in the court, which as a result, creates a high degree of uncertainty if 

one has high expectations from the state to put the effort into enhancing the 

protection of our right to life. Thus, I argue that the coroner’s inquest on Limbu’s 

death is a missed opportunity, which echoes to Scott Bray’s (2010) contention: 

  

…law is wholly lived and experienced in the expectation of ‘justice’, 

and we cannot regard coronial findings and their constituent statements 

of fact as if they have no consequence. (p. 587) 

 

Sharing with Scott Bray’s viewpoint, by uncovering the details of what happened 

in the court in this chapter, the cause of such a disappointment of “no 

consequence” or no change is revealed. This, I argue, is the tragedy of the 
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arbitrary and ambiguous coronial system—a system that we rely on to claim 

justice for our right to life. 

 As a whole, the judicial interrogation process of Limbu’s death is 

uncovered in this chapter. I have delved myself into the procedural aspect of the 

judiciary on how the state commits itself to protect its people’s right to life in 

reality. Ironically, the coroner’s court, which represents ECHR Article 2, does not 

function to be loyal to the stringent requirements set out by the article. Instead, it 

is full of ambiguity in interpreting the purpose of an inquest and in the guidance to 

the jury by the coroner. 

In other words, on the one hand, we perceive the coroner’s court as an area 

in which the state (which includes the state agents) to be held accountable to the 

actions alleged to be violating its people’s right to life. On the other, in reality, it 

is shown that the construction of accountability is based on an ambiguous 

procedural operation in the judiciary—an arena that enjoys a hegemonic position 

in our society. More ironically, it is the mechanism (i.e., the obligation to ECHR 

Article 2) that is supposed to protect our right to life activates this ambiguous and 

unconvincing process of accountability construction. This construction of 

accountability in the ambiguous legal process sheds light to the broader issue of 

the maintenance of legitimacy of the state. In particular, the legitimacy of police 

use of (lethal) force. We have seen how the discursive process takes place on a 

more "publicized" platform in a cyber era. In the next chapter, interviews with 

practitioners will be scrutinized to see how police practice, specifically the use of 

lethal force, is portrayed. 
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Chapter 4  

The Police Subject 

 

Policing is an inherently conflict-ridden enterprise. The essential 

function and distinctive resource of the police is the potential use of 

legitimate force. 

(Reiner, 1992, p. 59) 

 

 Since June 2019, it is no longer business as usual in Hong Kong. The 

introduction of the Fugitive Offenders amendment bill in Hong Kong triggered 

tens of thousands of people to go onto the street and to say no to the bill. 

Beginning with peaceful large-scale march, the protests escalated, and violent 

confrontations between protesters and police are not difficult to be found. Two 

rounds of live ammunition fired and seriously injured two protestors on October 1 

and November 11, respectively, and these are the most controversial. Also, with 

other first-person witnesses and social media live footage, Hong Kong citizens 

began to express concern about excessive police use of force. Faced with these 

worries, I think it is an excellent opportunity to include the insiders: the police 

(and retired police) to tell us the rationale of the discretion of police use of force. 

This allows us more insight than merely shouting to the world that there is police 

violence in Hong Kong. 

 In this chapter, my interviews with six police officers (and retired police 

officers) are being analyzed. In previous chapters of this thesis, I have devoted my 

effort in constructing an analysis surrounding the Limbu Shooting in the media 

and legal spheres. I have enumerated the elements which affirm our belief in the 

decision making of police, in the police, and in law and order. After digging into 
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these original materials proliferated from the Limbu Shooting, I cannot refrain 

from making one more step—that is, to know more about the personal experience 

and habitus of the police. When we think the police are somehow part of us but at 

the same time different from us as civilians, what makes a police subject? And, 

what is that all about? 

 Utilizing Foucault’s typology of “le rapport de soi à soi” in the ethical 

domain, I will analyze the process of developing and exercising police discretion, 

especially concerning police use of lethal force. I argue that the widely known 

“split-second decision” is, in fact, a stretched temporality. In addition to that, 

facing life-threatening situations, police tend to rely on the institutionally crafted 

professionalized subject despite ethical dilemma arises. The deference to the 

police subject dismisses other struggles to make their already difficult job more 

manageable. As I conclude, it is also the notion of police subject, and the 

deference to it, that pushes me to question whether there is a formation of 

subjectivity other than the police subject in instances of police use of force. 

 

Data and Methods 

 I used in-depth interviews as the method of data collection in writing this 

chapter. In this chapter, the analysis is based on six interviews. The informants 

recruited in this research are current or retired police officers who have served the 

Hong Kong Police Force (some have also served the Royal Hong Kong Police 

Force, the predecessor of the Hong Kong Police Force). Two informants are still 

serving the Hong Kong Police Force, while the other four of them have already 

retired from the Force. All my informants are male. However, it is not my 

intention to just include male officers as the informants of this research. Instead, it 



 116 

is due to the limitation of recruiting informants, which seems to be contributed by 

the factor of the “cop culture” (Reiner, 1992, p. 107). 

 The sampling method I have employed is purposive sampling (Babbie, 

2012, p. 200). My aim is to recruit informants who have experience working in 

the Hong Kong Police Force (or formerly known as the Royal Hong Kong Police 

Force). Some of the informants I reached out to are my family friends, whom I 

have known since childhood, whereas the rest of them are friends of mine, whom 

I have met on work and private occasions. I made attempts to reach out to friends 

of mine who know people (females and males) working in the Police Force, but 

they were all rejected. One potential informant informed me that he was going 

through family affairs, while the others did not provide me with an explanation. 

However, the rejections were expected. One reference I would go back to is the 

“internal solidarity, coupled with social isolation” culture shared between the 

police officers (Reiner, 1992, p. 115). Police officers are found to be highly 

sensitive in avoiding themselves from being involved with an infraction, which 

includes the non-police members of the general public and also from the 

management-level cops. Thus, the culture of isolation and internal solidarity 

makes a researcher like me, using Brown’s (1996, p. 179) typology, an “outsider 

outsider”, who is neither a policeman nor working in a police institution, being 

excluded from the organization. This explains the difficulty of developing trust 

with those potential informants whom I have never met. As a person who has 

family friends working for the Police Force, I was hardly surprised by the 

outcome during the informant recruitment stage. I believe the uniqueness of cop 

culture explains the limited number of informants hired; thus, why my sample is 
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not representative at all (for instance, characteristics of the Police Force like the 

distribution of age and sex of the officers are not represented in my sample). 

 Six in-depth interviews were conducted. In the interviews, open-ended 

questions were asked. The length of the interviews varies from approximately 75 

minutes to 135 minutes. Interviews were conducted in Cantonese and were all 

digitally recorded and transcribed. The cited dialogues from the interviews were 

later translated into English by me. My informants’ names are shown in 

pseudonyms in this research (see Table 6). 

 

Table 6 Descriptive Characteristics of the Informants 

Pseudonym Age Rank in the Hong Kong 
Police Force 

Year Joining the (Royal) 
Hong Kong Police Force 

Year of 
Retirement (if 
applicable) 

Harrison 60 Senior Superintendent of 
Police 

1976 2014 

Amos 57 Sergeant 1980 2017 

Keith 57 Superintendent of Police 1981 2017 

Samuel 51 Senior Police Constable 1986 2012 

Michael 51 Senior Police Constable 1986 -- 

Howard 26 Police Constable 2017 -- 

 

 Data collected from the six current and retired police officers are 

examined with the major principles of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006, p. 46). I 

designed some open-ended questions which aimed at encouraging the informants 

to share unforgettable experiences as police officers. My interview guided covers 

four sections, which helped to reveal: a). An overview of the interviewees’ career 

as cops, b). Training given by the Police Force, c). Use of firearm guidelines, and 

d). Two case studies to demonstrate how they utilize police discretion in given 
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scenarios (asking my interviewees to comment on two newspaper articles of the 

Limbu Shooting and another controversial case in which a group of police 

officers’ encounter with an old man over jaywalking respectively). Before 

conducting the interviews, I did not expect that four of my six informants do have 

the experience of using their firearms when on duty. Their narratives of recalling 

the experience are rarely heard in other channels, and I found them valuable. 

Therefore, this particular part of the interviews stands out and will be the focus of 

analysis in the latter part of this chapter. 

 

A “Professional” Force 

“Professionalism” is a word that people seldom use to set as their goals of 

becoming a better self. It is a term or a goal that can sometimes be found to be 

emphasized by organizations to remind members to strive for. The Hong Kong 

Police Force, being an organization with approximately 30,000 employees, 

contains a list showcasing the organization’s values, in which “professionalism” is 

stated on the list59 (Hong Kong Police Force, 2019b). On top of that, the Hong 

Kong Police Force’s branding has gone through changes, namely, from 

“militarism” to “professionalism—intelligence and caring” (W. W. L. Chan, 

2016; C. W.-H. Lo & Cheuk, 2003, 2004; Martin & Chan, 2014; K. C. Wong, 

2012, p. 299). However, when did “professionalism” become a priority of the 

Hong Kong Police Force’s aim? 

A collection of literature locates the beginning of the ambitious goal of 

professionalism in the year 1974, which the Independent Commission Against 

Corruption (ICAC) was established (S. Ho, 1988; Jiao, 2007; R. W. K. Lau, 2008; 

K. C. Wong, 2012). It is recorded that the corruption problem of the Royal Hong 
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Kong Police was serious before 1974, which specifically, the Police Force had 

come to be the “rent-collectors from small businesses”; taxi drivers, mini-bus 

drivers, sex workers and hawkers were expected to bribe the police officers to 

prevent further persecutions from the police (Scott & Gong, 2015, p. 89). This 

violated one of the major principles of the Police Force, which is to protect 

civilians’ properties and lives. The efficiency of the Police Force had hit rock 

bottom due to its corrupting culture. One of the main goals of the ICAC during its 

early years was to tackle the corruption within the Royal Hong Kong Police 

Force, and as a result, with the support from Sir Murray Alehouse, the then 

Governor of British Hong Kong, the ICAC was given resources to investigate the 

corruption in the Royal Hong Kong Police Force. The ICAC’s investigation has 

resulted in dozens of police officers being taken to court and dismissed while 

some were given amnesty (S. Ho, 1988; Lin & Burns, 2016; Scott & Gong, 2015; 

K. C. Wong, 2012). However, sending corrupted cops to jail was not the end of 

the story; the police force underwent a structural change. A group of senior police 

officers from the United Kingdom were appointed to review the central 

management of the Royal Hong Kong Police Force (S. Ho, 1988). Thus, police 

training has improved in quantity and quality, resource allocation in the force was 

restructured, and the policing strategy of the force started to turn to a community-

oriented style (S. Ho, 1988). If a highly professional police force is defined by its 

“discipline, training, and meritocratic human practices” (Lin & Burns, 2016, p. 

95), the police force’s reform showed its determination to reach these professional 

qualities in the post-ICAC cleansing era. 

“Asia’s Finest”, people use this to describe the Hong Kong Police Force 

for decades (Ewing, 2019; Ives, 2019; Sinclair & Ng, 1997; Torode & Roantree, 
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2019). It is known as Asia’s finest police force due to their professionalism, 

efficiency and outstanding achievement in fight crime (Chen, Luk, & Ho, 2014). 

Professionalism is once again being emphasized in assessing the quality of the 

police force. Yet, what does professionalism mean in the context of policing when 

we keep saying “the Hong Kong Police Force is Asia’s finest”, and it is 

professional? Within academia, there are various interpretations of the term 

“professionalism” in the context of policing (S. E. Brown, 1980; Loewenthal, 

1981; Walker, 1976). Walker (1976) in his work attempts to integrate different 

understandings of “police professionalism”, and he puts forward that the most 

significant components of professionalism are “professional knowledge”, 

“professional autonomy” and the “service ideal” (p. 704). Whereas, when we 

civilians hear the word “professional” being used to describe police, we usually 

find adjectives such as “restrained”, “controlled” and “well-planned”, and the 

opposite of these qualities would be regarded as unprofessional (Skolnick & Fyfe, 

1993, p. 85). It seems that the concept of “police professionalism” attracts an 

expansive set of interpretations. In general, the understandings of police 

professionalism result in two types of concern: “police efficiency in the control of 

crime”; and “police abuses and disregard for constitutional rights of citizens” (S. 

E. Brown, 1980, p. 6)60. Despite there is no consensus on the notion of “police 

professionalism”, it appears that it is agreed among these commentators that it is 

desirable as the goal of crime-fighting, maintenance of law and order, or in the 

protection of the civilian’s constitutional rights. 
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Civilians’ perception matters. 

From my interviews with my six informants, each one of them shared 

thoughts on the professionalization of the Hong Kong Police Force, especially 

from informants with many years of experience as police officers. My informants 

are able to observe the changes in the police force between now and then. As 

insiders of the police force, besides noticing the changes taking place, they also 

have to practice new ways of dealing with things. In the interviews, I asked my 

interviewees to comment on the media portrayals on police in general. Amos, 

aged 57, a retired Marine Sergeant who had served the Royal Hong Kong Police 

era and the Hong Kong Police era put forward that the availability of information 

is one of the factors which pushes the police force to make a change: 

 

A: In our time, things were not that transparent. Nowadays, citizens and 

media know what the policemen are doing, where you can look up the 

laws, and you can know it all what’s right or wrong from the internet or 

your police friends. Information is much more available now. And in 

some tv programs, they also teach you the laws. It’s much more 

transparent, compared to the past… 

 

Q: So what you mean is compared to the past, police are being challenged 

more frequently? 

A: Yes. 

 

Q: How do you feel about the change in media portrayal of police? 

A: I think there’s no big deal. Things are getting done in the same way. 

Sometimes you just have to move with times… For the legal stuff, 

usually, it’s just tiny changes. But for attitude, it’s different now. In the 

past, we could yell at the citizens but now we have to be polite to the 

citizens. The time has changed, people’s knowledge standard has 

increased so the image of the police force has to be enhanced… For 

some portrayals disfavoring the police force, I think we don’t need to 
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care much. We just have to do our jobs properly. Like what Andy Lau 

(a pop star who advertised for Hong Kong Tourism Board) said, “In this 

age, this kind of customer service is not enough!” I think this applies to 

every industry. 

 

Q: So the “customer service” you just said, it appears that it’s like the 

police are serving the citizens. What factors do you think caused this 

change in attitude? 

A: In the past, the education level of the policemen wasn’t high. And then 

the force realized problems of policemen being impolite to citizens. We 

had more internal activities to tackle this and to improve the police 

force. Another reason is that in the 1960s, there was the 1967 Riot. 

People weren’t interested in applying to join the police force, the force 

faced a shortage in human resources. As a result, people who couldn't 

even meet the height requirement were still hired. But nowadays, 

everyone is well-educated and no one wants the atmosphere to be as bad 

as the old days. Plus, the Hong Kong Police Force now is the finest in 

the world, it’s been shown on tv before. 

 

Amos joined the police force in 1980 and retired in 2017. If we agree upon 

the fact that 1980 was the beginning of the professionalization of the police force, 

as put forward by literature, then the start of his career is when the police force 

started implementing the bold concept of professionalization. I was led by Amos 

in the interview to talk about how the police force has been trying to facilitate 

improvement throughout the force. One of the catalysts of such change, as 

revealed by Amos, is due to higher transparency of policing today, which is not 

done by the police force itself, but due to closer supervision of police behaviours 

by media and the advancement in technology. It is these outside factors (from the 

standpoint of the police force) that lead to changes in the force. Police are the 

agents who can exercise state monopolized violence, meaning that they can use 

violence without citizens’ consent already in situations that the law permits. 
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However, the reliance on coercive force, according to my informant, is not always 

preferred, whereas showing respect to citizens is expected as part of the police’s 

daily duties. The narrative given by Amos matches the change in policing style of 

the force after the corruption problem in the Royal Hong Kong Police Force was 

tackled by the ICAC, which is from an authoritarian image to an orientation to the 

community (S. Ho, 1988; K. C. Wong, 2012). The police might use violence that 

civilians are not permitted by the law to use, but at the end of the day, as to how 

Amos put it, “you just have to move with times”. No one can escape from it. The 

improvement of service quality was well-planned by the police force through 

organizing activities and “training days”61 to increase the consciousness of the 

police officers. The improvement in “customer service” and actualization of 

“working in partnership with the community and other agencies”, which is one of 

the common purposes stated by the Hong Kong Police Force (Hong Kong Police 

Force, 2019b). The improvement is a step closer to the service ideal, meaning that 

it certainly is an effort of professionalizing the police force. 

Moreover, my informant, as a retired police officer, showed his concern 

towards how the police force is perceived by the public. By referring to the Royal 

Hong Kong Police Force in the 1960s, when my interviewee was just born, he 

wants to differentiate himself from the corrupted and gangster-like police back 

then. Although this does not seem evident by looking at the transcript here, I 

could feel his pride when he told me that policemen who join the police force 

after the 1980s are better educated than the policemen in the past. And what 

results from that is a professional police force, even the “finest police force in the 

world”, as he said proudly in the last sentence of the quoted dialogue above. I 
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imagine that a policeman who retired before the 1980s would not be able to share 

this pride, as he or she did not have a chance to be a part of the “world’s finest”. 

 Similar to Amos, although my interviewees are aware that they are given 

power by the law to intervene when needed, they recognize the importance of 

earning civilians’ respect in encounters. Michael, aged 51, who is a senior police 

constable, told me why police have to consider how civilians perceive them: 

  

First of all, it’s from the management level’s point of view. If the image 

is good, they think that they won’t have to explain much to the media. 

Also, it will be easier for the police force to get their things done, and at 

the same time, we earn people’s support. Indices will be met. 

 

Different from Amos, Michael has practical reasons for justifying why earning 

citizen’s respect and support is essential. He uses consequential reasoning to 

explicate the benefit of being polite to civilians, namely that the efficiency of the 

police force will improve when the image of the police is well-maintained. In 

other words, police reputation is not something that only concerns the Police 

Public Relations Branch (PPRB). Rather, police officers, in general, understand 

the benefits of upholding a good reputation. When the general public perceives 

the force in a positive light, they tend to become more cooperative when dealing 

with police. This brings a win-win situation—the management level officers are 

satisfied with the performance indices to maintain the “Asia’s Finest” branding, 

while the rank and file patrol officers’ lives will be easier since they can get things 

done smoothly. Besides providing the general public with a sense of pride, it is 

also pragmatic in police work because the efficiency of law enforcement can be 

boosted. 
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More advanced training methods. 

 In the grand project of professionalizing the police, one of the main areas 

that the Hong Kong Police Force (and also formerly the Royal Hong Kong Police) 

has worked on is to enhance the quality of its members. Before launching the 

grand project of professionalization, as suggested by my interviewees, the quality 

of the police officers varied, in which many of the officers back then did not even 

finish their high school education. Yet, beginning in the late 1970s, the standards 

of admission to be a police constable had risen significantly. The then 

commissioner of police Roy Henry reported in the Royal Hong Kong Police 

Review 1979 that as suggested by the Standing Commission on Civil Service 

Salaries and Conditions of Service, a minimum educational standard of “a 

completion of five years’ secondary education and granted incremental credit for 

those with passes in the School Certificate” was expected in recruiting police 

constables (S. Ho, 1988; Royal Hong Kong Police Force, 1979, p. 33). This is a 

vast difference to the prior standard, which was no strict requirement on the 

educational level at all in recruiting police constables. Today, the academic and 

language proficiency requirements are clearly stated for people who are interested 

in becoming a recruit police constable or a probationary inspector of police. For 

instance, the minimum academic requirements to be a recruit police constable is 

to have five subjects passed in the public examination, or equivalent (Hong Kong 

Police Force, 2019a). In short, one of the differences between the pre-

professionalized era and professionalized era is that the educational level of the 

police officers has become higher and guaranteed. 

 An interviewee of mine reminded me of the differences in the police force 

now and then. I remember sending an interview guide to this interviewee, Keith, 
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aged 57, a retired superintendent of police, the evening before our interview. He 

made a phone call, showing concern that the questions might seem obscure, 

telling me that many things have changed in the force. In the interview, he put 

forward that the enhancement in police officers’ educational level affects the 

training approach in the police force. Keith told me: 

 

The focus of the training is just the same, but the proportion has been 

different. In the past, we did more foot drill. It’s because people’s level 

of knowledge wasn’t high. You have to manage a group of people and 

discipline them, so they listen to you. It’s because the policemen in the 

past weren’t well educated. You had to make them obey you, so you had 

to ask them to do the foot drill. The goal of doing foot drills is not to 

show people, but it’s about obeying orders… But nowadays, people’s 

level of knowledge is higher. If I ask you to stop, I will ask you why 

stopping. This is not what foot drill does. You have to give them a 

carrot—now if I ask you to walk and if you walk, there’s a chance that 

you will be promoted. If you don’t, the promotion opportunity will go 

away. In the past, we didn’t have to do this if you don’t obey, we just 

punish. Yet, now we have to convince them. Therefore, the training 

strategy is different now. We still have the foot drill, but lesser now. 

Instead, we encourage them to study. We co-offer some courses with the 

Open University of Hong Kong. They can apply for the courses or apply 

for degree programs upon the completion of training. In the past, we 

focused more on the discipline, but now we focus on their academic 

performance. The approach is different now. The culture is also 

different now. In the past, it’s “Training School” but now it’s called the 

“College”, feels more academic. Why different? It’s because the time 

has changed and the quality of students (recruit police constables) is 

different. Now they have aspirations. 

 

Keith, who was once a commander of a division of the police force, told me the 

above. The increase in the recruits’ educational level is not merely some 

performance indices to be bragged of. Somewhat, as this retired superintendent 
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told us, the mentality has changed—according to how he put it, “now they have 

aspirations”, which explains the transformation of “culture” in the force. The 

Police College was established in 2006 in replacement of the Police Training 

School, which offered a more systematic training and had become more 

academic-oriented (Hong Kong Police Force, 2019c). The structural change in 

response to the increased educational level of the recruits once again demonstrates 

the ambition of professionalizing the police force. 

 Training is one of the most critical parts of the police force. As literature 

points out, one of the reforms implemented by the police force is the quality and 

quantity of training (S. Ho, 1988; Lin & Burns, 2016; K. C. Wong, 2012). The 

training offered by the police force had become more scientific and systematic 

since the late 1970s (S. Ho, 1988; K. C. Wong, 2012). In general, the training 

provided to recruit police constables includes but not limited to: “laws, police 

procedures, sociology in policing, psychology in policing, foot drill, physical 

training, tactics, weapons handling, and practical exercises” (Hong Kong Police 

Force, 2019e). In the interview, I paid more attention to firearm training, since the 

research project departs from a case in which someone was shot dead by a police 

constable ten years ago. Keith, who held a high rank in the police force before he 

left, gave me a clear answer on what the training is about: 

 

The principles of using the firearm, including when to draw the gun 

didn’t change. The change in the training content is due to the 

advancement in technology, which enables us to do more. In the past, 

the training only required us to shoot into still targets. But in the 1980s, 

the targets were moving targets. And now, due to the advancement in 

technology, some scenarios can be simulated and we shoot into the 

screen. When a thief appears on the screen, you shoot into the screen. 

Or when there’s a fight on the screen and there’s someone who drew a 
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gun then you have to draw yours. Therefore, it’s the help of technology. 

The change in the training content doesn’t mean the principles of using 

the firearm have changed but it’s just a result of moving on with 

times… If we don’t have these technologies, we can only teach them to 

shoot their guns but can’t teach them whether they should shoot their 

guns. We can only teach verbally in that case. When they’re shown with 

these videos, they can actually experience using their guns. It’s 

different… 

 

In Keith’s opinion, the advancement of technology benefits the police force in 

launching firearm training. As he put it “the principles of using the firearm, 

including when to draw the gun didn’t change”, the new training approach is 

believed to be more effective in teaching the basic principles on the use of force 

and firearms to the police officers. The most significant difference between with 

and without the simulating technology is that with the new training, officers have 

a better idea of when to shoot with justified and legitimate grounds. The 

introduction of the technology, from my point of view, safeguards the rights of the 

civilians, that the police officers will be equipped with proper knowledge on when 

to apply appropriate and suitable tactics. The technology is claimed to be 

providing police officers with scenario-based exercises. Yet, how do police 

officers react when they are faced with real human bodies and are “forced” to 

make judgement on using a suitable level of force? We will explore in more detail 

in the next section. 

 

The Permit to Shoot?: Revisiting the Problem of the “Split-Second” 

Syndrome 

 In the discussion of the use of lethal force, the split-second syndrome is 

one of the most common reasons which police authorities refer to in explaining 
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use of force related cases. The “split-second syndrome” affects police decisions at 

times of intense danger. It “serves both to inhibit the development of greater 

police diagnostic expertise and to provide after-the-fact justification for 

unnecessary police violence” (Fyfe, 2015, p. 526). It is under the assumption that 

police are often situated in a highly-stressed and dangerous environment, which 

required them to make split-second judgments—these judgments might not 

always (and hardly) be perfect, but it is believed that the split-second judgments 

are made to the best interests of society. And the use of lethal force is 

undoubtedly one of the decisions a police officer makes when facing an imminent 

life threat, given that the escalation of force follows the use of force guidelines 

provided by the police authority.  

 In Hong Kong, although the frequency of police firing live rounds is lower 

than countries like the United States, where the majority of the literature on police 

shooting comes from, there are still cases of police firing live rounds that cause 

casualties. Examples can be found in recent months since early June 2019, when 

people in Hong Kong began protesting and expressing their anger to the regime, 

which is known as the Anti-Extradition Bill Movement. Since the movement 

started, scenes of battles between protesters and police are easily found on TV 

nearly every weekend in Hong Kong. The police have used different weapons, 

including batons, water cannons, tear gas canisters, rubber bullets, bean bag 

rounds, sponge grenades, and live ammunition (Cheng, 2019b). Among these 

weapons, there are two rounds of live ammunition fired and seriously injured two 

protestors on October 1 and November 11, respectively, and these two cases are 

the most controversial. Unsurprisingly, in the two incidents, spokespersons of the 

police on different occasions claimed that the police officers who shot acted in a 
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“split-second” to protect their lives (Cheng, 2019a; Li, 2019). In other words, it 

reveals that the frequent usage of “split-second” helps justify police shooting. By 

defining a situation that requires a “split-second” decision, it fulfills the legal 

requirement of the use of force, for example in the Limbu case, which was used 

by the jury to consider whether the deceased was lawfully killed, they had to 

decide whether the police officer “held the belief of imminent danger and had to 

fire to preserve his life or that of others”, and the shooting was “proportionate and 

necessary”. As “imminent danger” is one of the most determinant factors, “split-

second” is unsurprisingly being used regularly by the police authority whenever 

there is police shooting. And in Chinese, the spokespersons of the police force are 

found to be using the term din gwong for sek (電光火石). The term is a Chinese 

idiom, which literally means thunder light flint fire. The origin of this idiom is 

Buddhism. Din gwong for sek, is an instead visualized idiom, which signifies the 

disappearance of time is fast and we cannot even catch the moment when it 

disappears. It is just as fast as the thunder light or as fast as the spark goes away 

from flint when a person tries to start a fire with flint. In the application of firing a 

gunshot, it is used to exaggerate the split-second when a police officer is forced to 

make a decision, which ends up shooting civilians. How can you expect a person 

to act perfectly in that squeezed temporality? And, is it even possible for someone 

to go back to when the shooting happened, which din gwong for sek suggests, is 

the loss of time? 

However, in the real-life experience of firing a gunshot, what is going on 

in the mind of police officers? Harrison, aged 60, a retired senior superintendent 

who has retired five years ago, has a theory: 
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…In the training, we were taught that when we fire a gunshot, it’s just 

like a dark tunnel. And for when to fire a shot and to fire or not, the 

training has already taught us. From the perspective of psychology, 

when you reach the most intense period of the process of firing a shot, 

you cannot see anything but a point of light, which is your target. 

Ordinary people don’t understand this, and only trained people do know 

what this is like. I don't think about when to fire a shot when I chase a 

person, but the knowledge is already in my head. This is a natural 

reaction. 

 

The retired senior superintendent offers us a theory of “dark tunnel”. 

According to Harrison, police officers are programmed to carry out the escalation 

of force in response to different circumstances, and the programming is done 

through the regular use of force training offered by the police force. It appears that 

a police officer is in a state of readiness to respond to whatever stimuli, meaning 

that when a policeman has decided to shoot, he waits for the “point of light” and 

then just pull the trigger. If one is following this visuality of a person being in the 

dark tunnel without distraction, one can hardly feel anything—being so focused, 

isolated from the world, and just to wait for the point of light to pop up and then 

to pull the trigger. It seems to me that it is the opposite of what the official 

doctrine of “split-second” suggests, that the loss of time just takes place suddenly, 

and a decision is made immediately. 

Other than that, as emphasized by Harrison, the training equipped police 

officers with the confidence to make the call, which is acting under the use-of-

force continuum guideline. Moreover, as suggested by Harrison, police officers 

who went through training are able to make the judgment of shooting. Therefore, 

the shooting takes place in a generally believed split-second is a programmed 

reaction that is achieved by numerous systematic training. Yet, at the end of the 
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quoted dialogue, he said all this is a “natural reaction”. How natural is this? After 

mentioning how police officers are well trained in the usage of firearms, then can 

the whole reaction be natural at all? Instead, the naturalness here points to how 

police officers are trained to a state which they do not rely much on the thinking 

process. The so-called “natural reaction” is done through a process of 

“naturalization”, which is repetitive training, that is impossibly ideologically-free. 

The reaction is hardly natural. 

The calmness is also found in officers who have experience of using 

firearms to deal with life-threatening situations. The process of making split-

second decisions, which we generally believe that the decision might be irrational 

and illogical, especially when it is about police use of deadly force is, however, 

found to be processed by officers calmly. A retired sergeant, Amos, aged 57, who 

served as marine police, shares his experience of being on a cruise to handle a 

case and was threatened by a group of gangsters. 

 

A: …We arrived on the cruise and the group of gangsters was like more 

than ten people. But we only got 4 to 5 people. I was a sergeant and I 

led my other colleagues. The informant told us that the gangsters were 

loan sharks and one of them was with triad background. Then suddenly 

the person with triad background lost his patience and grabbed a metal 

stick from the ground. We used the lowest force, which is police baton 

and also OC foam. 

 

Q: You had used? 

A: Not yet, I knew it wasn’t enough. Therefore, I shouted at him and asked 

him to drop the weapon, or I would fire my gun. 

 

Q: That means you skipped the baton and the OC foam? 

A: Yes, it’s because his attitude strengthened and he lost his rationality. 

Even if I used the baton and the OC foam, it wouldn’t work. 
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Q: Can you tell me more about how he was out of control? 

A: “What are you cops doing here? None of your business!” he yelled. We 

gave him warnings but he didn’t care and kept brandishing the stick. 

Although he didn’t get really close yet, he didn’t stop brandishing that 

stick. I then yelled loudly “Don't get closer or I will fire”. I loosened the 

button of my gun holster. Finally, he calmed down and we started our 

investigation there. 

 

Q: So at that moment you felt your life was threatened? 

A: Yes, my colleagues told that gentlemen that we would use OC foam and 

baton but he still kept brandishing that stick. So we escalated the force. 

 

Q: Any hesitation? 

A: No, it’s because the previous procedures were all done. The force 

escalated step by step, that means it’s legal. And at last, the warning was 

to ask him to “drop the weapon or I will use my firearm”. When he 

heard it he backed off a bit. I frightened him effectively. 

 

Q: So the moment you loosen the button of your gun holster, does it mean 

you’re going to shoot him? 

A: I would use my firearm. But whether I would shoot my gun depended 

on whether that guy would listen to me and remain under my control. 

 

Q: There’s a possibility to use it… Does it mean you withdraw your 

firearm and point at him so he will probably back off? 

A: Correct. 

 

Q: So when you loosened that button, were you psychologically prepared 

that there’s a possibility to fire a shot? 

A: Yes, if he wouldn’t listen to me then I would fire. 

 

Q: That means if he kept getting closer, you would fire? Anything going on 

in your mind at the moment? 

A: Nothing. Might give him another warning. Sometimes it depends on 

how you control the situation. Sometimes you use your voice, yell 
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clearly to make the person hear your, and then the person probably gets 

scared and back off. If this is the case, we don’t have to fire our gun. 

 

Q: Did you discuss it with your colleagues after the incident? I guess you 

seldom use your gun and this situation was quite unusual. 

A: Um… How to put it… Actually, sometimes our hands are already on 

our guns when needed. 

 

Q: So after the incident, did you talk about it with your colleagues? 

A: Kind of, but not in detail. It’s because we have all received shooting 

training so we just talked briefly about it. 

 

The above excerpt from the interview with Amos shows us an experience 

of him using his firearm in a situation which might escalate to the use of lethal 

force. The detailed conversation between Amos and me documents his reasoning 

for choosing particular levels of force in the confrontation. Also, he explains how 

he came up with different stages of escalation of force in the whole altercation. 

Although he faced a life threat there, he recalled the incident with such calm and 

rationality, focusing on steps he needed to do and whether the steps were coherent 

with the police use of force guidelines. With that, there is no way for me to know 

whether he played it cool. However, what shocked me more is that after facing a 

life-threatening situation, my informant Amos did not mention his emotion, 

neither to me nor his colleagues. He was more concerned about getting the steps 

done correctly (i.e., sticking to the use of force guidelines of the Hong Kong 

Police Force). Being ready to use his firearm, meaning that he was ready to use a 

lethal weapon which can take someone’s life, but all he worried about was 

whether the procedures were carried out correctly. To put it in another way, this 

particular example shows us that the procedures stated in the police use of force 
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guidelines are not meaningless. Rather, Amos was able to explain the need for 

every single escalation of force in the whole process. 

It is indeed a long process that my interviewee did not just arrive at the 

scene and decided to draw his gun and to shoot the suspect. If the decision of 

using the firearm is still the officially defined “split-second”, the “split-second” is 

preceded by a series of steps. The temporality of the so-called “split-second” at 

the end of the day might not be the sudden and unexpected loss of a moment as 

suggested by the very visual idiom din gwong for sek. 

Moreover, a life threat like this should be an imminent danger, that 

judgments have to be made between a split-second temporal space. In other 

words, the pressure is supposed to be unimaginably large. Yet, the calmness and 

rationality were there, which differs from the usual version given by police 

authorities after incidents of police shooting to kill that judgments made in a split-

second highly intense moment errors are always understandable. What my 

informant emphasized was the use of force guidelines, making sure that his 

judgments were justifiable. His experience, thus, is doubted to be a “split-second” 

din gwong for sek scenario. 

 

The Police Subject 

It is somewhat surprising to me that out of my 6 police informants, 4 of 

them shared with me that they experienced using firearms when on duty. 

Moreover, they commonly expressed calmness and emotionlessness when they 

narrated their first-person experience, even though what made them drew their 

firearms were life-threatening altercations. Most of them referred to the Hong 

Kong Police Force’s use of force guidelines to evaluate their escalation of force to 
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justify their judgments of using firearms. They did not show much concern to 

negative emotions such as fear, which most people would probably have when 

faced with life and death experience. Or, in the following cases, we will examine 

the consequences of emotional decisions for a policeman in the police force. 

Observing the struggles experienced by my informants when using their 

firearms reminds me of how Foucault understands ethics. He summarizes as 

follows: 

 

I think, in general, we have to distinguish, where the history of morals is 

concerned, acts and moral code. The acts (conduites) are the real 

behavior of people in relation to the moral code (prescriptions) which 

are [sic] imposed on them. I think we have to distinguish between the 

code which determines which acts are permitted or forbidden and the 

code which determines the positive or negative value of the different 

possible behaviors—you’re not allowed to have sex with anyone but 

your wife, that’s an element of the code. And there is another side to the 

moral prescriptions, which most of the time is not isolated as such but 

is, I think, very important: the kind of relationship you ought to have 

with yourself, rapport à soi, which I call ethics, and which determines 

how the individual is supposed to constitute himself as a moral subject 

of his own actions. (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983) (emphasis in original) 

 

In this interview done in 1983, Foucault defines the “kind of relationship you 

ought to have with yourself” (le rapport de soi à soi) as ethics. Furthermore, 

Foucault ramifies the ethical domain of the relationship to oneself into four 

components, which are i). “Substance éthique” (the ethical substance), ii). “Mode 

d’assujettissement” (the mode of subjection or subjectivation), iii). “Pratique de 

soi” (the element of asceticism), and iv). “Teleologie” (the goal of this ethical 

elaboration) (Golder, 2010, p. 365). However, it is not Foucault’s goal to examine 



 137 

the change in the prescription (or the moral code), but it is all about the change in 

the relationship to oneself. The four components can be imagined as the process 

one goes through when confronted with an ethical situation which he/she has to 

respond to. In short, “substance éthique” can be understood as a person 

confronting an ethical struggle; “mode d’assujettissement” refers to the process a 

person becomes a subject of the moral code; “pratique de soi” depicts the process 

a subject obeying the rules; and, “teleologie” is the action taken in response to the 

ethical struggle confronted with. Thus, from Foucault’s point of view, ethics is 

much more than the emphasis of the set of moral codes a person refer to, but it is 

about how we position to different possible subjects during the process until we 

decide to act upon an ethical situation, and hence the struggle is resolved. 

 The “le rapport de soi à soi” asserted by Foucault stays consistent with his 

broader analytical framework of “subject, power, and knowledge”. Foucault has 

devoted much effort in developing his model of subject, power, and knowledge to 

understand our world by leaving the idea of a totalizing reading of grand theory 

and phenomenon. To see how power is exercised, one has to analyze on a local 

level, seeing the real application of power. Moreover, power is not out there 

entailed in institutions; rather, it is present through actual practicing. Foucault 

rejects the belief that there is a central source of power: 

 

Power exists only as exercised by some on others, only when it is put 

into action, even though, of course, it is inscribed in a field of sparse 

available possibilities underpinned by permanent structures. (Foucault, 

1994, p. 340) 

 

That is to say, the so-called “power” that we are always eager to look for is never 

predictable. Instead, it is only until “put into action”, that we can see what it is. 
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Foucault, in the same piece, uses the example of slavery to uncover his idea 

further: 

 

Power is exercised only over free objects, and only insofar as they are 

“free.” By this we mean individual or collective subjects who are faced 

with a field of possibilities in which several kinds of conduct, several 

ways of reacting and modes of behavior are available. Where the 

determining factors are exhaustive, there is no relationship of power: 

slavery is not a power relationship when a man is in chains, only when 

he has some possible mobility, even a chance of escape. (In this case it 

is a question of a physical relationship of constraint.) Consequently, 

there is not a face-to-face confrontation of power and freedom as 

mutually exclusive facts (freedom disappearing everywhere power is 

exercised) but a much more complicated interplay. (Foucault, 1994, p. 

342) 

 

Staying in line with his larger doctrine, it is not Foucault’s contention that power 

is exercised only through coercion. As opposed to that, power is exercised only 

“over free subjects”. When a subject can choose to escape from a specific “chain,” 

but at the end of the day, he chooses to be governing himself, that is how power 

exercised. Appropriating this to the ethical struggle, thus, the “le rapport de soi à 

soi” exhibits how actions are carried out by a person when he/she is confronted 

with an ethical struggle and how he/she refer to the moral codes (i.e., the 

discourse). Thus, the four components (substance éthique, mode 

d’assujettissement, pratique de soi, and teleologie) tell us how actions are 

actualized and how actions are brought into “actions” by subjects who in the 

process situate themselves in the broader discourses. 

 If I may adopt the paradigm of ethics put forward by Foucault to 

understand the formation of the self in becoming police here, a closer look at the 
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four elements constituting the moral self would demonstrate the struggle my 

police interviewees went through when they were deciding to shoot or not to 

shoot. 

 

Tried to shoot—"he was unlucky”. 

 The use of lethal force has its consequences. Other than the tedious 

procedural consequences (which most police informants showed their concerns) 

what weighs more is the loss of human lives. Drawing the firearm, means there is 

a possibility that a bullet will be fired and someone would possibly get hurt or 

even die. In other words, once drawing the firearm, one has to be prepared that 

life might be taken. Yet, my informants seem skeptical about it. For instance, 

Samuel, aged 51, who was a senior police constable before retirement, told me a 

story of a robbery case, and his colleague was injured by the robber had a metal 

stick weapon. He drew his firearm but did not fire because there were too many 

pedestrians around the robber: 

 

Q: Let’s assume that you shot your gun and hit the robber, how would you 

feel? 

A: Um… Of course, he’s unlucky. It’s because he robbed and aggressively 

attacked my colleague. He knew we were police but still attacked. He 

expected it. 

 

Q: Why? 

A: It's because he was absolutely not afraid of the police. He hit my 

colleague and tangled with me. The situation was out of control. You tell 

me what should I do to stop him? 

 

Q: Assume your bullet hit him and he got injured. Would you sympathize, or 

any other thoughts? 
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A: In fact, yes. We mind our own business. You making your living and I 

am a cop to make a living. He robbed to make a living. I think we 

couldn’t avoid the altercation. If you say he’s wrong, he didn’t have 

money and maybe he needed a new environment to make a living. 

However, I was a cop and I needed to get my job done. We mind our own 

business. It’s just that we were unlucky. 

 

 Samuel said yes that he would sympathize with the robber if the person 

gets injured due to the lethal force employed by him. However, he thinks that the 

robber deserves it since he attacked police officers; the robber should have known 

that the police have weapons to subdue him. There is nothing to worry about 

because the robber asked for it. If the person got injured or died, it was just 

because he was unlucky. In other words, it was not the fault of the police, and 

there should not be any consequences or responsibilities to bear. Police followed 

the procedures, and every action was well justified. It was only bad luck. 

 If I could utilize the four elements of le rapport de soi à soi put forward by 

Foucault to have another look at what Samuel went through here: 

 i). Substance éthique (the ethical struggle) 

  There is a robber, to shoot or not to shoot. 

 ii). Mode d’assujettissement (becomes a subject of the moral code) 

Somehow sympathizing with the robber if he really got shot. 

Maybe the robber was facing difficulty at that time and it was his 

last solution to make a living. But at the same time, his colleague 

was hurt by the robber. 

 iii). Pratique de soi (obeying the rules) 

The guideline, however, authorized him to shoot. Moreover, 

another police officer had already been injured by the robber. The 



 141 

authority of police was challenged, which means the robber 

expected it. 

 iv). Teleologie (action) 

At the end of the day, Samuel was a policeman. Shooting was what 

he should have done anyway. 

 

Did not shoot—"I was unlucky”. 

 In the above cases, it appears that my informants had executed the 

escalation of force when the guidelines allowed, but it is found that not executing 

would bring consequences to a police officer’s career, even his self-esteem. It was 

in the year 1986, more than 30 years ago. Michael was a junior police officer, 18 

years old. He received a backup request from the control centre, requesting him to 

head to Sham Shui Po to handle a stabbing incident on a busy street. Michael 

arrived at the scene and already pulled his gun out of the holster. He ran into the 

suspect and was so close in distance. If he shot his gun to the suspect, he would 

have made it. The plot twist is that he knew the suspect. Michael handled a 

dispute case the night before, and the complainant happened to be the stabbing 

suspect the next morning. Michael talked to the suspect the night before and knew 

that the suspect had a mental illness and been marginalized by society. He 

sympathized with the suspect. 

 Michael did not fire a bullet. Rather, he pointed his gun to the suspect and 

told the suspect to drop the weapon. He could not fire a bullet because of 

compassion. What happened next is the suspect did not stop, and he chased after 

Michael with a knife in his hand. Pedestrians witnessed it and insulted Michael as 

an incapable cop. In the end, the Police Tactical Unit arrived, and two very 
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experienced cops shot the suspect down. The suspect did not die. He was injured. 

However, this was not the end of the story for Michael. It was the beginning of 

this 18 years old policeman. “It wasn’t a decisive judgment. I was miserable. I 

wanted to give up. Being a policeman is very difficult,” he said. Michael, aged 51, 

firmly believes that he had made the wrong decision: 

 

Q: Why did you blame yourself? 

A: No matter what, if he was brandishing a knife at me, I needed to stop 

him. It’s because if he chased after me, pedestrians would get injured. 

Even though I have assessed the situation, it’s not right. We were so 

close in distance, I couldn’t say I didn’t have the confidence (to hit the 

target with a gun). We received training, and if wasn’t sure about the 

target… And people back then didn’t have mobile phones, if they had, 

they would think that the suspect was right in front of me. The suspect 

didn’t know what I wanted to do and he just didn’t listen to me, 

actually, there’s a high possibility that I could hit him. He was a 

muscular man around 40 years old. I knew that he had already stabbed 

people, so I should have shot him. I was compassionate and thought that 

I could convince him so I delayed. However, that delay was irreversible. 

 

 Michael blamed himself for the rest of his life, and he did not stop when 

we had the interview. His supervisor investigated him after the incident. He felt 

supervisors who had positive comments on him distanced themselves from him. 

Other colleagues kept doubting why Michael did not make the shot. Moreover, 

according to Michael, firing the shot is what the guideline permits, and it is what 

he should do. However, he tried not to take the suspect’s life, but that was like a 

trigger of a butterfly effect for him. Michael realized that not shooting the suspect 

might have led to injuries of other people, which violates one of the main 

principles of using lethal force, i.e., to protect one and other people’s right to life. 
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 I sympathized with Michael. He showed sympathy, which I did not hear 

from other informants’ narration of their use of firearm stories. Sympathy, 

however, brought him with the decision not to shoot, and more consequences 

followed: 

 

Q: If you have to shoot a bullet at that suspect so that you can be a capable 

cop, but you didn’t because of your sympathy. How would you evaluate 

yourself after that drama? 

A: I think I didn’t have luck and I was so unlucky. If the day before I didn’t 

handle the dispute case…Why has my career become like this? I think 

the universe is fooling me around. I thought my luck was so bad at that 

time. Many people don’t have to draw their guns for their entire life. But 

for me, just four months (graduating from police school) and I had to do 

it, and there’s a story beforehand. I really felt like fate was fooling me 

around. I was so upset with the Police Force, and I considered leaving. 

 

Q: But can’t cops have compassion? 

A: Yes, sure. However, who would sympathize with cops? Police are just 

an organization. It’s not a person. The system is set to be like that. No 

one could make the call, and would your supervisor say some nice 

words to the upper level for you? The most important is whether they 

need to bear responsibility for you and did you violate the guidelines. 

What the police school teaches you is that you need to shoot the gun. 

 

If I could utilize the four elements of le rapport de soi à soi put forward by 

Foucault to have another look at what Michael went through here: 

 i). Substance éthique (the ethical struggle) 

Michael knew the man, but the man was going to hurt other 

people, to shoot or not to shoot? 

 ii). Mode d’assujettissement (becomes a subject of the moral code) 
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Michael knew the suspect from the night before. He sympathized 

with the suspect because the suspect was a marginalized person in 

society. Michael did not think the suspect deserved that. 

 iii). Pratique de soi (obeying the rules) 

Michael tried to talk the suspect out, but he failed. Two senior 

officers at the end shot the suspect down. Michael faced snark and 

colleagues distanced themselves from him in the workplace. He 

was discouraged and realized he should have done the other way. 

 iv). Teleologie (action) 

At the end of the day, Michael was still a policeman. He believes 

that he should have done what the guideline allows, which is to 

shoot. 

 

Anyway, you’ve got to shoot when it’s needed, bud. 

  I have presented these two stories of two different decisions made by two 

different police officers under life-threatening situations. Samuel was ready for an 

escalation in use of force, i.e., to shoot into the suspect, while Michael did not go 

for an escalation. They went in opposite ways in terms of the use of force 

continuum. Yet, after going through moral struggles, which include sympathizing 

with the potential shooting target and self-reflection post-incident, they have 

arrived at the same conclusion, which is to shoot since the guideline allows and in 

consideration of “protecting other human lives”. When police officers detach 

themselves from emotions like sympathy, it appears that the potential shooting 

targets are no longer citizens but lifeless objects. These objects, at the same time, 

are stripped off of rights, and in particular, the right to life. Yet, after going 
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through the so-called four elements of le rapport de soi à soi in Foucault’s 

paradigm, seeing how these officers moving sides in the process of reflection, at 

the end of the day, the police subject or the moral subject of police was 

reformed—follow the guideline in life-threatening situations like these. 

 

Conclusion: The Right to Be a Subject 

 After all, the police subject is what the police officers lean on when going 

through life and death situations in which they were required to make the so-

called “split-second decision”. Police are equipped with weapons to carry out 

their duties, weapons that are lethal, and which civilians are prohibited from 

keeping. It appears that it is shared by the majority of members of the public that 

police can be trusted to employ violence in an impartial and restrained way 

(Skolnick & Fyfe, 1993). If there is such a trust, the trust is largely built on the 

foundation of the confidence in the “professional police” (S. E. Brown, 1980; 

Skolnick & Fyfe, 1993; Walker, 1976). In this chapter, I have briefly shown the 

historical background of the professionalization of the Hong Kong Police 

(formerly known as the Royal Hong Kong Police), in which the police force went 

through a structural change and also a change in the image of the police force. 

Unlike what majority of the literature (for example, Ho, 1988; Jiao, 2007b; Lin & 

Burns, 2016) does—to use a chronological narrative to depict the structural 

reform of the police force, I invited my police interviewees to share their views on 

the professionalization of the police force. The police force’s training and 

orientation of community policing were mentioned. In general, as members of the 

Hong Kong Police, they are proud of the professionalization the police force 

underwent, meaning that from their point of view, it is good to be included in a 
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professionalized organization. Equipped with professional training and 

professional police knowledge, police officers in my interviews displayed how 

they cope with life-and-death situations from their life experiences. Even though 

they are faced with some ethical struggle when they reflect upon the moment of 

using their firearms, they at last lean on the so-called “professional police” 

subject. 

 The introduction of Foucault’s typology of “le rapport de soi à soi” in the 

ethical domain of the relationship to oneself, thus suggests the relation between 

ethics and the process of professionalization asserted by my police interviewees. 

From a Foucauldian standpoint, if one wants to question power, the only answer is 

to look into how power is exercised. We discern the professional training police 

have received in this chapter. Meanwhile, we see how these professional police 

officers react to life-threatening situations. However, it appears that police 

professional training as practice does not necessarily constitute ethics and, 

therefore, does not necessarily lead to ethical decisions. Professional training is a 

collection of exercises or instructions imparting vague values that are packed as 

professional training. When it is a real-life situation concerning life-and-death, 

from my police interviewees’ reflection, they tend to count on what they were 

trained to do. Moreover, the notion of “split-second” is revisited and reveals to us 

that, in fact, it is not an unimaginably shortened temporality but rather a stretched 

temporality dictated by the professional guideline imposed on police officers. 

That is to say, it is all about cultivating the subject of police in the police force, 

which is a subject of “professionalized police”— “at the end of the day, I am a 

police officer,” said my respondent. 
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 The reproduction of the professionalized police subject, however, 

highlights another issue—in encounters of police use of lethal force, are the 

sufferers capable of claiming their process of subject formation? From earlier 

chapters of this thesis, it has been uncovered that how different discursive 

resources are mobilized to reinforce the professional police subject at times of 

police use of force. Yet, for the sufferers, it does not seem that they have a subject 

to position to. The sufferers are the inferior ones before police violence, which do 

not even have something to lean on. The law enforcement situated in this city 

emphasizes on social order, the rule of law, and social control; thus, it has a more 

proficient way to manipulate the truth, in Foucauldian sense. Nevertheless, the 

Limbu Shooting shows us a sense of hope that the ethnic minority community 

come together to organize a hitherto large-scale protest to voice out the biased 

treatment from police. It is the Limbu Shooting, which triggered the imagination 

of the possibility of subject formation of this group of people, who have long 

suffered from silencing when confronted with police use of force. While police 

have known the way to become a proper police subject, victims of police violence 

are still learning to be (or to create) a subject in the cases of police shooting. This 

reminds me of Hannah Arendt’s notion of “the right to have rights”, that human 

rights are not granted to every one of us, and there is a precondition to the access 

of human rights (Arendt, 1986, p. 296). DeGooyer (2018) provides a further 

elaboration of the famous notion made by Hannah Arendt: 

 

…that human rights are not primary or natural rights. They are rights 

“for those who [have] nothing better to fall back upon,” or “rights of the 

underprivileged”—rights, that is, for those who have lost the civil and 

social rights of a particular community. This is to say, the moment when 

humans should have been most in possession of their human rights, 
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stripped as they were of all other legal entitlements and reduced to the 

status of “natural” man, the utter lack of authority supporting those 

rights was revealed. (p. 34) 

 

Human rights are never a gift from God or nature. It is realized through processes 

of law drafting and enforcement. There are preconditions to the enjoyment of 

rights as for the subject formation of the sufferers of police violence. We should 

never take things for granted, that in the case of Limbu, the deceased has nothing 

to voice his opinion and to make his justification. It is when there is an accident 

(or an event, or even a crisis) when the underlying antagonisms and contradictions 

can no longer be contained, but come together, and to “fuse” into a ruptural unity, 

that possibilities appear. 
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Chapter 5  

Conclusion 

 
This study began with an end, with the death of Limbu Dil Bahadur. I first 

told the story of this poor Nepalese man, who was born and raised in Hong Kong, 

met his death. The objective of this study is to unfold the meaning-making 

process concerning the entity of “police culture”, which includes the notion of 

violence, particularly in the context of police use of lethal force, by employing a 

close reading to the discursive process in the realm of mass media, judiciary, and 

law enforcement itself. In the process, a variety of discursive resources are 

mobilized to justify the police use of force. However, such justification is not a 

result of direct and straightforward discursive product from these three 

stakeholders. Taking the methodology of this study into account, the pathway of 

such goes through different struggles and contradictions in their context. Thus, 

here I attempt to reiterate the observations I have made in the study, which at the 

same time I try to carve out or renew the context. 

In the social construction of news surrounding the Limbu Shooting 

(Chapter 2), all sorts of stigmas were mobilized to sustain the episodic 

development of the story. In other words, the media was spoon-feeding answers 

of a mysterious case in which a man was shot dead by a policeman to the 

audience. Dichotomization was discerned to portrayal the policeman as an 

innocent working-class responsible officer while the deceased was depicted as 

demon-like. After examining the encoding process, we looked at the other side of 

the message production process. Internet forum users participated in commenting 

on the news stories on the shooting and expressed their views on it. In the threads, 
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it is found that there is a tendency to mobilize different strategies (despite they all 

are logically flawed, as I have demonstrated) to dismiss doubts about the police. 

In other words, the revelation of imperfect police is not allowed in the discussion 

(but who on earth is perfect?). Therefore, I contend that such intolerance of seeing 

imperfection of the police force is a realization of insecurity. The insecurity is the 

fear that the social contract no longer works, meaning that the fear is partly 

induced by the incapability of dealing with hostility. Social contract defines 

citizenship. Therefore, from the discussion of a police shoot to kill case, it reveals 

how important police play a role in safeguarding the relation of contract. The 

deference to police power and police decision is at all cost, including a man’s life, 

as discerned in the Limbu Shooting. 

The analysis of the coroner’s inquest (Chapter 3) displays the arbitrariness 

of the coronial system. The coronial system is supposed to be loyal to ECHR 

Article 2 because it is the reason the coronial system still exists today. However, 

by having a closer look at how the coronial inquest took place, I uncover that the 

inquest went to the opposite direction of what the ECHR Article 2 expects. 

Therefore, it is inevitable for me to raise doubts about the effectiveness of the 

coronial system in safeguarding our right to life, as promised. By using a 

misguided set of principles, the coronial system fails to have the state live up to 

the obligations to ECHR Article 2 to protect its people’s right to life. In other 

words, the function of holding state agents accountable for their actions does not 

seem to work well. Taking advantage of the court’s hegemonic position in the 

discursive process, the announcement of “lawful killing” as a result restores the 

legitimacy of the state and, at the same time, people’s confidence in the state is 

reproduced. Such observation can only be made by actually trespassing into the 
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field of legal studies and find out how the judicial process moves forward. All in 

all, on occasions like the Limbu Shooting, one would expect the seemingly 

arbitrary coronial system to protect our right to life. (it is supposed to be the most 

precious and fundamental)  

The interviews with police officers (Chapter 4) provide us with a chance 

to get to know how the practitioners make sense and use lethal force granted to 

them. In the process, the widely recognized notion of “split-second syndrome” is 

revisited. Although police work is shaped by a bureaucratic culture (Reiner, 

1992), it is discovered that more is happening other than police following the 

instructions set out by guidelines. The narratives of my interviewees showed that 

they go through an ethical struggle when having to use their firearms. However, at 

the end of the day, they would choose to lean back on the so-called “police 

subject” because the subject formation backed by the bureaucracy gives them 

definite recognition and legitimacy of their actions. It also highlights that the 

professional training offered by the police force does not entail ethics in a 

Foucauldian sense, which guides police officers to make ethical decisions. Last 

but not least, it does seem that the victims of police violence are unable to call for 

a subject position when they are situated in a greater context of social order and 

security. 

 

Policing as Drama: The Show Must Go On 

 This study, in summation, explores how the three realms of media, 

judiciary, and law enforcement respond to a controversy that involves police use 

of lethal force. A dramaturgical framework might help us to understand better 

these three blocs of social forces manage the controversy of the police killing. 



 152 

 Dramaturgical sociology looks into social control. This standpoint looks 

into how messages and patterns of communication selectively maintain a 

representation of social action. Communication is dramatic because it includes 

“openings and closings, conflicts, purpose, persuasion and the negotiation of 

meanings” (Manning, 1997, p. 6). Human beings interpret the meanings of the 

communication environment to make sense of what is really happening in the 

world (Giddens, 1990). As a result, there is work to be done in order to have 

communication taking place between individuals. Human beings have a limited 

capacity for receiving information. For this reason, meanings can only be derived 

from interactions with limited time, resources and patience (Manning, 1974, 

1997). The ordering effects of symbolic communication is a social drama, 

therefore, takes place at many different social levels. Manning (1997) asserts it in 

a very detailed way: 

 

Environments are marked by uncertainty, stimuli and symbols, and so 

produce dramatic materials. Organizations are collective means for 

routinizing communication and for reducing uncertainty and 

equivocality—they produce and reproduce dramas. Technologies 

(especially information technologies) are designed to reduce and 

routinize the unexpected—they may also amplify it or produce various 

complex responses by organization members; social roles are devices 

for coping with and managing uncertain expectations and demands from 

self and others. (p. 6) 

 

As a result, returning to the discussion of policing, careful management of the 

uncertainty does help energize the social organization of meaning. Which, in 

particular, the meaning-making around concepts such as morality, public safety, 

and law and order. The Goffmanian framework sees the social actors as the 
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performers, who are performing in daily interactions, metaphorizes our 

“performances”, the “front stage” is where we “perform” to our “audience” and 

the ‘backstage” where our “audience” is absent. Given that the police have a very 

intimate relationship with the law, which defines the moral upheld by the general 

public, at the same time being seen as the expert in crime, policing takes up a very 

critical role in the representation process when one looks for the meaning in a 

particular event which is defined as crime. Thus, policing is a “translating device” 

(Manning, 2003, p. 17), to both “amplify and reduce” the perception of safety , 

stability, and fearful in the society. All these social interactions are based on trust 

and reciprocity (Manning, 2012). 

 The police, to the members of the general public, are associated with 

different symbols and meanings. The pronounced visibility of the police reminds 

all of us the “presence of the civil body politic in everyday life” (Manning, 1997, 

p. 20). This symbolizes the continuity and integrity of the society, at the same 

time marking that the rational and bureaucratic force is always ready to put the 

law into effect with legitimatized use of violence. Moreover, the uniform worn by 

police is a very prominent set of “props” which is needed in the drama 

performance. The utilization of uniform in a large official body not only fosters 

the mutual identification between members of the body, but this sends an essential 

message to the general public—the social control carried out by the police is 

formal. The uniformity of the uniform group creates a sense that the general 

public should expect coherence by saying police officers are professional, and 

matters can be handled well. More importantly, the role taken up by the police 

tells a sense of “sacredness” or power, which characterizes the very root of the 

political order and authority, being able to make the people for deference to rules, 
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law, and norms (Manning, 2008, 2012). These symbolic associations, as I believe, 

have to be debunked and revisited. 

 Therefore, if we agree upon the dramaturgical setting of policing, the 

drama being shown here is a drama of control. Different scholars have asserted 

that the notion of “crime-fighting” is a myth in the context of policing: 

 

The police do not prevent crime. This is one of the best kept secrets of 

modern life. Experts know it, the police know it, but the public does not 

know it. Yet the police pretend that they are society's best defense 

against crime and continually argue that if they are given more 

resources, especially personnel, they will be able to protect communities 

against crime. This is a myth. (Bayley, 1994, p. 3) 

 

Bayley (1994) goes on to put forward that there is no correlation between crime 

rates and the number of police in his book. The strategy of quantifying crime is 

widely adopted by police forces around the world to legitimize themselves in 

society. However, it is contended by Manning (2003) that it is an impossible task 

to “control” crime because crime in many aspects is not in the police’s command. 

The strong emphasis on crime by the police sets them as an essential role in 

society. Moreover, the depiction of crime is largely monopolized by the police 

since we, the citizens, are unable to obtain information regarding crimes in the 

city but to rely on the information publicized by the police. In other words, the 

construction of “crime” in the public discursive process is primarily controlled by 

the police rather than the crime itself. Accompanied by “professionalism, 

statistics, science, and the rhetoric of education and training, as well as the 

traditional resources of tradition and awe associated with police and military” 

(Manning, 2003, p. 63), police are put into a drama of fighting crime for citizens. 
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 However, imagining policing as a show, there are things being performed 

at the stage and hidden from the audience. Police disclose and perform things they 

want to be recognized by the public and at the same time, conceal things they do 

not want to be known. They want their capability to be known but not their 

incapability. Therefore, as asserted by Peter Manning (2003) in his book Policing 

Contingencies, policing itself is not really about crime-fighting as the police 

always claim. Instead, it is about coping with contingencies and whether they can 

live up to the public’s expectations or not. Going back to the orthodox 

Goffmanian framework of dramaturgy, the main idea of a drama in social 

interaction rests on how to manage impression. Thus, in the context of policing, it 

is not about fighting crime, but through putting forward that they are capable of 

protecting citizens, they gain citizens’ trust. Therefore, it is all about policing the 

public’s impression. 

 Utilizing the framework of dramaturgy hence helps us to comprehend the 

discursive process proliferated by Limbu Shooting in the context of policing. 

Limbu Shooting is an incident that a police officer shot an ethnic minority to 

death. The press covers the story, and internet forum users make use of the 

cyberspace to discuss the incident. Also, the judiciary defined the death. Putting 

all these into an imaginary drama, the state agents would be the performers on the 

stage, press together with the public opinions derived would be the audiences, and 

the court would be the gatekeeper. In my analysis (Chapter 4), the police go 

through the ethical struggle when they have to decide whether shooting or not. 

However, when they are in public, that part of the story is concealed and a rational 

version of themselves is presented. For the audience, I have demonstrated how 

they mobilize discursive resources in justifying police decisions in circumstances 
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they do not even have adequate information about what really happened (Chapter 

2). The effort triggered by fear of handling the so-called relation of hostility 

pushes them to take actions to keep the show on the stage and, at the same time, 

they convince themselves that it is a good show. For the court, the arbitrariness of 

the coronial system led to a verdict of lawful killing in defining the shooting 

(Chapter 3). Speaking from the outcome, the gatekeeper uses its hegemonic 

position in the discursive process to kick people who doubt the legitimacy of the 

shooting out of the theatre. All in all, the police shoot to kill drama cannot be 

performed alone. Instead, the press, the laymen, and the judiciary have their roles, 

which keep the show of policing the impression in the aftermath of Limbu’s death 

running. 

 Thus, this study provides a grounded analysis of how this drama works by 

digging into the operational aspect of how the three realms respond to the police 

killing. By examining the procedures in the court, meaning-making process, the 

psychological struggle of police, and organizational characteristics of the police 

force, we find what is concealed, also how the shooting as a whole is packaged. In 

times of legitimacy crisis faced by police, the drama has to be played to restore 

the basis of effective policing—trust and reciprocity. 

However, I believe that merely pointing out the shooting is an operation of 

drama is inadequate. In Chapter 1, I reviewed Stuart Hall and his colleagues’ book 

Policing the Crisis. Emphasis was put on how they utilize a conjunctural analysis 

to arrive at the contention that there is a shift in the context. Although it appears 

that a shift cannot be discerned in my analysis, the drama I present here helps us 

to comprehend a picture of how hegemony is negotiated in subtle ways. 

Hegemony is a Gramscian theory, and one of the main ideas is consensus: 
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It [consensus] naturalises itself, so that everything appears ‘naturally’ to 

favour its continuing domination. But, because this domination has been 

secured by consent—on the basis of a wide consensus, as the saying 

goes—that domination not only seems to be universal (what everybody 

wants) and legitimate (not won by coercive force), but its basis in 

exploitation actually disappears from view. (Hall et al., 1978, p. 216) 

 

In the maintenance of domination, therefore, consensus plays a crucial role. 

Domination, of course, has its coercive side. Yet, a naturalization mechanism is 

also important in sustaining the subaltern’s (in a Gramscian sense) belief that 

domination is legitimate and needed. Therefore, by analyzing the 

encoding/decoding process of the printed media text, coroner’s inquest and police 

officers’ doctrines, this study locates the context of police hegemony. However, 

the journey of locating the police hegemony is not done by some abstract 

thinking. Rather, it is done by looking at the operational level that how meanings 

work and articulate in different arenas in contributing the hegemony. This study, 

on a whole, is a manifestation of police hegemony in Hong Kong which has been 

underway for a long time, based on a police shoot to kill case in Hong Kong. 

 

Reimagining Police in Hong Kong and Cultural Studies 

 Things have been different in Hong Kong since June 2019. Yet, in my 

opinion, things started to change since 2014, when the Umbrella Movement in 

Hong Kong took place. Because of my personal experience, I started to pay 

attention to police use of power in Hong Kong. Since June 2019, allegations of 

police abuse of power and police misconduct have been voiced out by people.62 

Hong Kong Police, in other words, faces a legitimacy crisis. In the process of 
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writing this thesis, I kept asking myself: why am I studying a police shoot to kill 

case which happened ten years ago, and how would this address what we, Hong 

Kongers are facing today? Of course, some issues cannot be addressed, which I 

will outline in the very last part of this thesis. However, after doing an exercise of 

outlining the discursive production that takes place in different arenas, I believe 

that a clearer picture has been drawn on how police hegemony works in the 

context of Hong Kong. In particular, there have been 2 cases of police shoot to 

injure since the movement started, and the incidents triggered an intense 

discussion of the city. Yet, it seems that no mature and well-articulated discussion 

has appeared surrounding police use of lethal force. My study showcases how this 

particular police use of force is made sense by different stakeholders, including 

the ones who are granted weapons, and at the end of the day how police 

hegemony contains the potential legitimacy crisis faced by the police. And 

through unfolding the operation of the hegemony, I also put forward that the 

nature of police work is about performing and at the same time concealing by 

utilizing the framework of dramaturgy. Therefore, I think this pushes us to rethink 

what policing is and what does policing do. By doing so, I think that also pushes 

us, people in Hong Kong, to think over our current debate: to abolish or to reform 

the police.63 

 Besides, this study has contributed to the discipline of Cultural Studies. 

Cultural Studies has the mission of wading into different disciplines, and to study 

the articulation and circulation of meanings in everyday life. However, it is 

sometimes disappointing to see that many works which define themselves as 

Cultural Studies stay in their comfort zone, without using methods 

“conjuncturally” to realize Cultural Studies’ mission. Cultural Studies has long 
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been criticized for lacking “actionable and political engagement” (T. Miller, 2003, 

p. 73) and “institutional knowledge” (Erni, 2010, p. 222). Therefore, digging into 

court cases with a critical lens is the institutional visibility that Grossberg (1992) 

calls for. All in all, this study is an exercise that attempts to set foot in different 

fields and disciplines to accomplish the goal of reading the articulation and 

reproduction of meanings surrounding a case of police shoot to kill in Hong Kong 

ten years ago. 

 

Limitations of the Study and Directions for Future Research 

In this study, certain limitations must be noted with attention. First of all, 

in the analysis of the social construction of news, only printed media are studied. 

The reason for that is I was unable to find any documentary about the Limbu 

Shooting. Also, due to technological limitations, I was unable to have a complete 

collection of television news and newspaper articles with pictures. As a result, I 

did not include visual materials in the analysis of the social construction of news. 

For future research, the inclusion of that would enrich the discussion and provide 

more dimensions in reading the messages which take part in shaping the laymen’s 

understanding of the shooting. 

Second, materials are thin for the court case analysis. David Baker (2016a) 

studies deaths after police contact in England and Wales by looking into 

watchdogs of police, and he shares the difficulties in terms of methodology in 

another piece. Baker (2016c) reflects that one of the challenges is the availability 

of materials that he wants to obtain from the coroner’s court. I have confronted a 

similar difficulty in the process of carrying out this research. A jury was called in 

the inquest, meaning that the verdict was reached by the jury but not the coroner. 
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However, the discussion of reaching the verdict was not done publicly, but the 

jury did it in a room without any interference. In other words, there is no way that 

anyone else can know what happened in that room. For this reason, I can only rely 

on the transcript of the summing-up the coroner given on the day the jury came up 

with a verdict. Nevertheless, this was not easy—I had to write a letter to apply for 

that document, and it is possible that my application would be denied. Therefore, 

the availability of materials is another great challenge for researchers from 

disciplines like Cultural Studies, who want to study the discourses made in legal 

proceedings. For future research, one solution for that is to compare different 

court cases of the same type, or even an international comparison can be made to 

enrich our understanding of certain ideas concerning rights that worth looking 

into. 

Third, the sample size of the interviews is small. As I have addressed in 

Chapter 4’s Data and Method section, I am an “outsider outsider”, meaning that I 

am not a policeman, and I do not work in a police institution. This hinders me 

from recruiting more interviewees to share their views. Also, the sample can be 

more representative in terms of age, rank in the police force, and gender. 

However, I am still delighted with the rich data I have collected for the analysis of 

the ethical struggles experienced by police when they use their firearms. Future 

research can spend more time to build up connections with potential interviewees 

to obtain a more representative and convincing data set. 

 Last but not least, due to the scope of my research, I did not offer a 

“before and after” analysis of the so-called police drama. Debates have been 

taking place in Hong Kong regarding rights, democracy, freedom, and police. I 

contend that there is a police hegemony from reading the case ten years ago. 
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However, today in Hong Kong, does police violence still sound convincing to 

members of the public? In other words, is there a hegemonic shift? Did a 

conjunctural shift take place, or is it going to happen? I believe these questions are 

worth asking, and I look forward to seeing these to be answered by some 

ambitious research with greater scope. 
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Appendix I 

Interview Guide 

Warm Up, Background Information 

1. 你在警隊大概負責過甚麼職務？ 

(Prompt: 有比較難忘的嗎？) 

2. 在你的認知之中，警察的主要職責包括甚麼？ 

3. 那麼在真實、實戰的情況當中，你其實最多時候要處理的，又是甚

麼？ 

4. 你認為警察的形象應該要怎麼樣？ 

 

Police Training and Community 

1. 在學堂的日子，training的範疇大概有甚麼？(Prompt: 你覺得最有用

的是甚麼？) 

 

(GUIDE HIM TO TALK ABOUT USE OF FORCE, SPLIT-SECOND 

SYNDROME) 

 

2. 在執行職務時，其實有時候都不能避免一些衝突的場面。那麼學堂的

訓練中，會如何去解釋、說明市民權利如公民權利言論自由之類？ 

3. 除了平日面對面的接觸外，市民通常都是透過傳媒去認識警察。你如

何看待傳媒對於警隊的報道？(Prompt: 你作為警隊的（前）一份子，

你對傳媒有甚麼的看法？) 

 

Case Study 



 163 

1. 你預計這些處理方式會得到些甚麼的評價？ 

2. 如果你在現場，你會考慮到的是甚麼？ (Prompt: 完成任務？警察形

象？會覺得兩難嗎？) 

3. 在學堂訓練時，訓練如何指引你們去應對一些特別的人或是情況嗎？

可以分享一下你曾經處理過非常棘手的人的經驗嗎？ (Prompt: 如難

民、非法入境者、少數族裔、精神病患者、露宿者？) 

 

Conclusion 

1. 你觀察到的香港警隊，在近年和以前有甚麼的不同？ 

(Prompt: 如有，你認為這些不同是甚麼？) 

2. 對你來說，警察的工作之中最大的挑戰是甚麼？ 
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Appendix II 

Consent Form 

HONG KONG BAPTIST UNIVERSITY 

STUDY INFORMATION SHEET 

[The Police Culture in Hong Kong] 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to 

look into the police culture, identity, and law and order in Hong Kong. 

 

Information 

The first interview will be conducted in April 2019. You will talk about your 

perceptions of police culture, media, and law and order in Hong Kong. 

 

Time needed for the interview is 1.5 to 2 hours. 3-10 interviews will be conducted 

in total. 

 

Interviews will be audio-recorded digitally. Only the researcher and his supervisor 

would have access to the record files. All interview records will serve the research 

purpose only and will be destroyed seven years after the completion of this 

project. 

 

Benefits 

This project provides you a chance to reflect upon how you formulate perceptions 

of police culture, media, and law and order. Participation in this study can also 

contribute to the existing scholarship to our society at large. 

 

If you wish, you can send an email message to the researcher Angus Siu-Cheong 

Li (siucheongli@life.hkbu.edu.hk). Then the researcher will send you a copy of 

any manuscripts or articles from the news media based on the research (or 

summaries of the results). 

 

Confidentiality 
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In the research process, the researcher would try his best to protect the 

confidentiality of data drawn from this research. Your participation in this study 

will remain confidential, and your identity will not be stored with your data. Your 

responses will be assigned a pseudonym. All records of any kind will be 

destroyed 7 years after completion of the project. Paper copies will be shredded 

and digital copies will be deleted from the personal computer. 

 

Contact 

If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may 

contact the researcher, Angus Siu-Cheong Li, email at 

siucheongli@life.hkbu.edu.hk, and telephone at (852)60915790. If you feel you 

have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a 

participant in research have been violated during the course of this project, you 

may contact the Committee on the Use of Human and Animal Subjects in 

Teaching and Research by email at hasc@hkbu.edu.hk or by mail to Graduate 

School, Hong Kong Baptist University, Kowloon Tong, Hong Kong. 

 

Participation 

Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate 

without penalty. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at 

any time without penalty and without loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 

entitled. If you withdraw from the study before data collection is completed, your 

data will be returned to you or destroyed. 

 

Consent 

I have read and understand the above information. I have received a copy of this 

form. I agree to participate in this study. 

 

Signature of the Subject ______________________   

Date ______________________ 

 

Signature of the Investigator ___________________   

Date ______________________ 
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Notes 

 
1 Original text in Chinese: 「我首次意識到，原來我們的社會縱容暴力，只要受

害者不被認為是有價值的人。如果你是露宿者，一些被視為邊緣人士的人，其實我們

的社會允許暴力在你的身上發生，哪管奪走一個生命是非常暴力的事，我們依然保持

緘默。」 
2 Fermi Wong is the founder of Hong Kong Unison, a non-government organization 

serving ethnic minorities in Hong Kong. She offered assistance to the family of the deceased 
in the aftermath of the shooting. 

3 The ethnic composition and the division of labor made on the ethnic basis of the 
police force in the early days of its establishment show us the colonial government’s concern 
about the Chinese indigenous people. While the newly established police force is claimed to 
be a multi-ethnic force, the ethnic Chinese officers were not the majority of the whole force. 
It is disclosed that in the year 1845, the total number of ethnic Chinese policemen was 51, 
while the total number of the whole police force was 168, meaning that the amount of ethnic 
Chinese policemen comprised of not even one-third of the number of the officers in the police 
force (Ng, 1999). Later in 1871, it is reported that the Hong Kong Police Force comprised 171 
policemen and there was just a small number of Chinese policemen (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 
2012). This displays a constant untrusty attitude held by the colonizers towards the ethnic 
Chinese, including the Chinese in the police force. The rationale of having ethnic Chinese in 
the force was only to facilitate the communication between the police and the community. It 
is revealed that during the daytime, it was mainly the European officers being responsible for 
the patrol, while the ethnic Chinese officers were with the European officers just because they 
had to do the translation work for the European officers (Ng, 1999). The Chinese officers 
were not allowed to go on patrol without the company of non-Chinese officers because the 
colonial government worried that the Chinese officers would cooperate with the criminals. 
This shows the colonial government’s determination in defining the nature of ethnic Chinese 
as unreliable and all the Chinese were imagined as a unified group that would cooperate to 
cause troubles to the colonial governance in the context of colonization. 

4 The transplantation of the “new police model” (the London Metropolitan Police 
Model), however, was not a full transplantation. Governor Pottinger was very enthusiastic in 
dealing with the public order issue of Hong Kong, in order to protect the interests of the 
European merchants in the territory. Upon the request of the colonial government, the London 
Metropolitan Police responded positively to offer help to form the colonial police force in 
Hong Kong by sending three police officers who had served the London Metropolitan Police 
Force for a long period of time to Hong Kong (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 2012; Ng, 1999). 
Although the London Metropolitan Police Model (or the new police model) was transferred to 
Hong Kong along the police consultants’ arrival in Hong Kong, it is suggested that the 
implementation of the new police model in Hong Kong was merely an implementation of the 
new police model’s body but without the soul (Ng, 1999). The emphasis on crime prevention 
introduced the beat patrol system and set up a rule that police officers had to put on uniforms 
in Hong Kong. However, diverging from the new police, the colonial police force in the 
1840s did not build up a collaborative relationship with the community. Instead, the colonial 
police force’s main task was to frighten the Chinese population, in which members of the 
population were seen as a threat to the public order (Ng, 1999; Reiner, 1992). For instance, 
the European officers never communicated with the civilians because of the language barrier. 
Regarding the difference in implementing the new police model, the colonial perspective may 
offer us an explanation. The London Metropolitan Police Force was under the control of the 
British government and the being ruled were its people. However, the being ruled subjects in 
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colonial Hong Kong were the colonial subjects while the ones who had the control of the 
police force in Hong Kong were the colonizers—the non-locals. Thus, rather than 
implementing community-friendly policing, a coercive policing was utilized to fight against 
crimes. This is evident as historical documents show that the British in general believed that 
the Chinese population in Hong Kong was a “low quality” population (Ng, 1999). Hence, 
only elements such as the introduction of the beat patrol system and police uniforms were 
extracted from the new police model. 

5 On October 8, 1856, Arrow, a vessel owned by Chinese and registered in Hong 
Kong was searched by Chinese police in Canton. The Canton police believed that the Chinese 
crewmen were involved in piracy and smuggling. During the search, the British captain 
claimed that the British flag on the boat was torn down by the Canton police (Carroll, 2007). 
This aroused the attention of the British consul and he was furious about this since it was seen 
as an insulting action against Great Britain’s national honor. The Arrow Incident triggered a 
series of conflicts between the Chinese and the British, which later escalated to the Second 
Opium War (Carroll, 2007; Ng, 1999). 

6 Other than the responsibility of maintaining the public order of colonial Hong 
Kong, it is revealed that the colonial police force was also responsible for other duties which 
we may not imagine when we think about the Hong Kong Police Force today. Having 
consultants from the London Metropolitan Police Force to assist the establishment of the 
Hong Kong Police Force, the main goal of setting up the force was to fight crimes. Yet, it is 
discovered that other areas of public services were provided by the police as well. It is 
reported that the police force was a multi-functional force, which fire services, immigration 
matters, driving license matters, health services, postal services, and other miscellaneous 
matters were covered by the services of the force (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 2012). It was until the 
Second World War, which Fire Services Department, Immigration Department, Transport 
Department, Food and Environmental Hygiene Department and the Post Office were set up, 
these tasks were part of the job duties of the colonial police officers (L. K. K. Ho & Chu, 
2012). It shows us a picture that the police had a lot of chances to interact with the civilians 
other than carrying out traditional policing duties which we usually refer to. 

7 The world was in general divided into two halves—the capitalist camp versus the 
communist camp. Despite Hong Kong was a colony and did not have its autonomy in 
deciding which way to go, itself could not escape from the conflicts related to the cold war 
ideological framework. In October 1956, pro-Beijing and pro-Taipei supporters were in a 
very intense opposition. According to Carroll (2007), the trigger of the riots was about a 
Nationalist flag (the Taiwan camp) being removed from a resettlement block, which resulted 
in nationalist supporters plundering stores owned by communist supporters. Nationalist mobs 
attacked and killed communist supporters, and the police officers responded by firing on the 
nationalist mobs. During the two weeks, 59 people died and 443 people were hospitalized 
(Carroll, 2007). The 1956 riots were seen as an alert to the stability of Hong Kong. 

8 A year before, in 1966, another well-known series of riots took place, which people 
named it as “The Star Ferry Riots of 1966”. It was on April 4, a young Chinese man protested 
an increase in ferry fares and declared a hunger strike at the Star Ferry piers in Central 
District and Tsim Sha Tsui, then police arrested him for obstruction on the next day (Carroll, 
2007). This triggered youths rioters and stoned the police officers, resulted in one rioter being 
killed and more than fourteen hundred youths being arrested (Carroll, 2007). An official 
inquiry was conducted to look into the causes of the riots. The 1966 riots did not bring any 
significant structural change to the police force because just a year after, the 1967 Leftist 
Riots occurred. The 1967 riots were triggered by discontentment over wages and working 
hours and later leveled up to more than six months’ long violence, echoing the Cultural 
Revolution in Mainland China (Carroll, 2007; Yu, 2012). People were inspired by Mao 
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Zedong’s advocacy to go on with the revolutionary struggle. Some repertories were similar to 
the Cultural Revolution happened in Mainland China, such as sticking big posters and reading 
out the Mao’s quotes to promote the Maoist socialist philosophies (Cheung, 2009; Yu, 2012). 
Left-wing rioters fought with the colonial police, burned cars, attacked the police and planted 
bombs in the city (Carroll, 2007; Yu, 2012). The 1967 riots caused thousands of casualties. 
The riots lasted for around six months and ended largely due to the failure in gaining support 
from the local community. The violent riots, however, brought long-term impacts to the 
government’s policies. Education, housing and healthcare were refined to improve people’s 
basic aspects of life (Cheung, 2009; Yu, 2012). 

9 This explains the defining effect of law in our everyday life, which rules our way of 
living to a large extent since one will be punished if he or she deviates from what is written by 
the law. Furthermore, it is put forward that law should be viewed as culture. Mezey (2003) 
proposes a theory of law as culture, in which she argues that law as a producer of culture and 
at the same time an object of the culture. By saying “culture”, Mezey refers to the famous 
notion contended by Raymond Williams, which points to a particular lived experience or way 
of living in our everyday life. In other words, what Mezey argues is that law is productive in 
shaping our lived experience and also our lived experience is actually defined by law. This 
lies a gap for cultural studies to take part in debunking the operation of law and its effects on 
our daily interactions. In which, Coombe (2001) generalizes three ways in which cultural 
studies approaches law as a site of struggle: the construction of identity and law, narrative in 
the legal processes, and the notion of justice and law. These explore the signifying process 
done by law, as a tool utilized by people in defining standards, order, and status in the society. 

10 Original text in Chinese: 警方表示，開槍的警員，是採用了所有次一級的武力
無效下，才會開槍制服襲警的男子。紅磡警員開兩槍打傷一名南亞裔男子的事件，警

方稱，現場沒有發現該名男子有持槍或刀，但指出，警員持續受到襲擊，在使用警棍

和胡椒噴霧等次一級武力後，仍然不能制服疑犯，覺得自己生命受到威脅下才開槍。 
11 Original text in Chinese: 九龍城警區副指揮官黃進展強調，當時已有其他警 員

前往現場增援。警員是生命受威脅情況下才開槍，至於射中疑人頭部。他謂：「警員

唔係專登射頭，不過喺開槍咁短時間內，好難決定子彈最後射到邊度。」案件現交由

九龍城警區重案組跟進。 
12 The speculation is not without any logic. Other than the Police Force, it is hard for 

someone to gain access to the database which displays a Hong Kong citizen’s criminal record. 
13 Hong Kong permanent residents hold an ID with three stars at the back of the card. 

Here it means the deceased was found to be a permanent resident of Hong Kong. 
14 Original text in Chinese: 據本報了解，遭擊斃的尼泊爾裔男子有暴力傾向，曾

經因為傷人罪而入獄，而且，亦是香港土生土長的「三顆星」居民，並非如外界所指

完全不懂廣東話，因而聽不懂開槍的警告。另外，現時所有警務人員入職前，都要接

受警隊的價值觀教育，其中包括人權及少數族群的課題，確保採取一視同仁的態度來

處理事件。 
15 Original text in Chinese: 前日在何文田樂民新邨山頭發生的警員開槍案，疑襲

擊警員遭開兩槍轟斃的南亞裔露宿男子，終於身世大白，原來他是一名土生土長、持

有香港身份證的尼泊爾人士。消息指，男子曾多次因為嚴重傷人罪成入獄，警方指他

有暴力傾向。另一方面，大批警員昨日返回現場展開大規模搜尋彈頭及進行蒐證行

動，預料案件會交死因裁判庭聆訊。 
16 Original text in Chinese: 居民劉先生透露，死者在山上居住已半年，他身材高

大，面上塗有深色迷彩圖案，雙耳戴有多隻耳環，每朝都會大聲唱不知何種語言的樂
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曲，惹人煩厭，更升落山執麵包和生果充飢，或檢煙頭吸食，似精神有問題，街坊都

稱他為「深山大野人」。有居民曾見他晚上到公廁洗澡，再回「營地」睡覺。 
17 Original text in Chinese: 一名年老街坊表示，該名南亞漢平日言行兇神惡煞，

有街坊經過碰見，都盡量走開相避。因山頂設有公共廁所，估計他在山邊露宿，有需

要時便到廁所洗澡。有樂民新邨居民則表示，該名南亞漢經常在山邊怪叫，衣着及外

貌骯髒，有時更面向屋邨單位「露械」小便，令居民大受滋擾。 
18 Original text in Chinese: 該警官表示，胡椒噴霧對三類人成效不彰，一是精神

錯亂者，一是醉酒人士，另一種則是「食辣一族」，尤其是南亞裔人士三餐無辣不

歡，聞慣辣味，對胡椒的抵抗力分外強。家庭醫生關嘉美解釋，南亞裔人士皮膚較

黑，眼睛黏膜及毛孔粗鄙，相對皮膚白皙者，更能抵抗有刺激性物質侵襲，必須用更

大的胡椒噴霧分量始能對他們乖。此外，假如一個人處於亢奮態度，意志力驚人，亦

可抵抗胡椒噴霧一段時間，她認為警員與兇徒單打獨鬥，在兵兇戰危下，能否近距離

將噴霧射中兇徒雙眼，令人質疑。 
19 The news agencies referenced include Apple Daily, Sing Tao Daily, Headline 

Daily, RTHK, and i-CABLE 
20 Original text in Chinese: 何文田槍擊案中槍南亞裔漢死亡 
21 Original text in Chinese: 何文田發生警員開槍事件（cable最新片段) 
22 Original text in Chinese: 直撃!何文田 警員開槍!獨家照片! 
23 Original text in Chinese:警察好野! _開槍爆頭..最新消息..死左 la =.= 
24 Original text in Chinese: 警開槍前曾用警棍胡椒噴霧 (15-01) 
25 Original text in Chinese: 短片分享] 警察開槍射短片, 尼泊爾男子是否想自殺

(有片) 
26 Original text in Chinese: 仆 X~~用凳扑到我咁撚痛 
27 Original text in Chinese: 其實個尼泊爾男子識唔識聽中文呢_個警察有無考慮

過講下英文呢 
28 Original text in Chinese: 暴力升級 警開槍可理解 
29 Original text in Chinese: 有市民拍下警員開槍情形 
30 Original text in Chinese: 點解個差佬唔向天開一槍作最後警告?又或者... 
31 Original text in Chinese: 遭警轟斃男子曾傷人入獄警方指有暴力傾向 
32 Originally in Chinse: [本港新聞評論] 轉貼 - 鄧竟成指會公平處理警員開槍事

件 
33 Original text in Chinese: [本港新聞評論]何文田警員開槍案死者胞兄來港討回

真相 
34 Original text in Chinese: 你怎能叫警察掉頭走 
35 Original text in Chinese: 1000尼泊爾人明靜默遊行 
36 Original text in Chinese: 轉貼 - 何文田警開槍案死者胞兄見民政事務局高官 
37 Original text in Chinese: 王岸然- 警隊護短與歧視實為港人之恥 
38 Original text in Chinese: 開槍警員射擊訓練報告呈堂指他「過早開槍」 
39 Original text in Chinese: [其他] 一名前警務高級督察給涂謹申、羅沃啟的信 
40 Original text in Chinese: 有關南亞人士被擊斃一事(法律巴絲打) 
41 Original text in Chinese: (深夜感慨)警察開槍射南亞裔人事件睇法 
42 Original text in Chinese: 開槍警許嘉麒作供：最重要保障自己生命 
43 Original text in Chinese: 【警犬】洋人持刀就射腳 , 巴籍人持凳就爆頭 
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44 Original text in Chinese: 比差佬更好打 ge人大有人在, 又唔知個南亞人士咩背

景...佢可以係退役軍人 or 習武之類, 開槍打都打身啦...範圍點都大 D, 警員只要佢自身同

其他人都有生命危險都有權開槍 GA, 唔一定對方有槍有刀先用得 
45 Original text in Chinese: 有幾多個 ok? 衰在大部份吾 ok為左小部份 ok 既, 要

大部份港燦 take risk ... 有冇搞錯!而且他們數量比賓賓印印加埋仲多, 禽日一計時炸彈爆

了, 明日,大後日及以後呢? 
46 Meaning that wasting time on convincing the suspect to surrender. 

47 Original text in Chinese: 我可以話比你聽, 美國警察執法起上來更加粗暴, 有咩

動作, 佢就立即開槍, 唔會同你講耶穌, 更加唔會用咩胡椒噴霧, 有咩事, 佢地就用槍黎同

疑犯溝通, 美國係民主自由國家, 佢地都係咁  

48Original text in Chinese: 人命保貴,咁就問下點解個南亞人見到支炮都唔閃,唔棄

械投降,唔正止攻擊反而仲要繼續追住個警察打,怪就怪佢自己唔珍惜生命 

49 Original text in Chinese: 佢唔打個警察咪無事囉,無野搵野泥搞 

50 A racist slang in Hong Kong Cantonese referring to darker-skinned male ethnic 
minorities, most likely South Asian males. 

51 Original text in Chinese: 比個差仔過下癮 開番槍 
52 Original text in Chinese: 其實個警察做得幾好, 應該做的已做咗, 仲好在有片

睇, 如果市民仲挑骨頭, 只會打擊警隊士氣, 對市民無好處. 果兩個政棍無野做就去食屎

喇. 
53 Original text in Chinese: 反警人士無限上綱, 還常常擔心警權過大, 進而影響在

作不法勾當時之自由 
54 The Basic Law Art. 28 states that the right to life is granted: “The freedom of the 

person of Hong Kong residents shall be inviolable. No Hong Kong resident shall be subjected 
to arbitrary or unlawful arrest, detention or imprisonment. Arbitrary or unlawful search of the 
body of any resident or deprivation or restriction of the freedom of the person shall be 
prohibited. Torture of any resident or arbitrary or unlawful deprivation of the life of any 
resident shall be prohibited.” 

55 The Hong Kong Bill of Rights Ordinance Art. 2(1) states that the right to life is 
granted: “Every human being has the inherent right to life. This right shall be protected by 
law. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of this life.” 

56 Original text in Chinese: 所以你哋要謹記，你哋必須憑許警員真心相信佢有乜

嘢危險，你判斷佢嘅行動。你哋亦要謹記唔可以期望一個人喺保護自己嘅激動時刻當

中，仲可以精確咁樣衡量需要幾多武力才足以自衛，如果佢受到嘅襲擊係愈嚴重嘅，

佢嘅處境就會變得係愈窘迫，如果你哋判斷受襲嘅人相信或者可能真心相信佢係必須

保護自己嘅，而佢所做嘅亦唔超出佢真心和本能被認為係佢須要做嘅嘢，咁樣呢啲就

係一個非常有力嘅證據，嚟顯示佢所用嘅武力喺程度上係合理嘅。 
57 Original text in Chinese: 所以你哋要謹記，你哋必須憑許警員真心相信佢有乜

嘢危險，你判斷佢嘅行動。你哋亦要謹記唔可以期望一個人喺保護自己嘅激動時刻當

中，仲可以精確咁樣衡量需要幾多武力才足以自衛，如果佢受到嘅襲擊係愈嚴重嘅，

佢嘅處境就會變得係愈窘迫，如果你哋判斷受襲嘅人相信或者可能真心相信佢係必須

保護自己嘅，而佢所做嘅亦唔超出佢真心和本能被認為係佢須要做嘅嘢，咁樣呢啲就

係一個非常有力嘅證據，嚟顯示佢所用嘅武力喺程度上係合理嘅。 
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58 The Independent Police Complaints Council is another independent body that 

investigates complaints made against the police in Hong Kong. However, it was not a 
statutory body until 1st June 2009. Therefore, the coroner’s court was the only official 
independent body to investigate the death of Limbu at that time (see Chan, 2014; Independent 
Police Complaints Council, 2020; Wong, 2010) 

59 The eight visions of the Hong Kong Police Force are: i). Integrity and Honesty, ii). 
Respect for the rights of members of the public and of the Force, iii). Fairness, impartiality 
and compassion in all our dealings, iv). Acceptance of responsibility and accountability, v). 
Professionalism, vi). Dedication to quality service and continuous improvement, vii). 
Responsiveness to change, and viii). Effective communication both within and outwith the 
Force (Hong Kong Police Force, 2019b). 

60 Brown (1980) in his article further argues that the notion of police professionalism 
should be looked into in a more detailed way, that there are many layers in the broad notion of 
police professionalism. Namely, he points out that distinguishing police professionalism 
between the “individual”, “organizational” and “occupational” levels is important (S. E. 
Brown, 1980, p. 7). The consciousness in telling the difference between these levels is crucial 
since different sets of behaviors are derived from the practice of professionalism in these 
levels respectively. 

61 Known as “training days” by the police officers, there are mandatory training 
workshops that police officers have to attend every quarter of a year. The training workshop 
covers different areas of operational knowledge and skills, organized by the Police 
Operational Learning Division under the Police College, Hong Kong Police Force (Hong 
Kong Police Force, 2019d). 

62 Since the anti-extradition law movement, people in Hong Kong have lost trust in 
the police (see Leicester, 2019; Sataline, 2019). 

63 There has been a slogan yelled by protesters in Hong Kong: “Five Demands, Not 
One Less”. The five demands put forward by the protesters include “1. Withdrawal of the bill 
2. For the protests not to be characterized as a ‘riot’ 3. Amnesty for arrested protesters 4. An 
independent inquiry into alleged police brutality 5. Implementation of complete universal 
suffrage” (“The Hong Kong protests explained in 100 and 500 words,” 2019). More than that, 
there have been voices asking to abolish the Hong Kong Police Force (see Lhatoo, 2019; 
Wong & Wong, 2019). 
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