
	   	   	  

	  
	  

Election (18) 黑社會  

MON 21 MAR, 18:10 

Dir Johnnie To/2005 HK/100 mins/Cantonese, Mandarin, English with Chinese and English 
subtitles/ Simon Yam, Leung Ka-fai, Louis Koo, Nick Cheung 

 

Johnnie To entered the Hong Kong film industry in the late 1980s after a short career in 
television and quickly rose to fame as a director of great flexibility. To works out of his own 
production studio, Milkyway Image, which he established in 1996 with his long time 
collaborator Wai Ka-fai. While the rest of the industry slowed down amid the social and 
economic anxiety surrounding the handover to China in 1997, To continued creating films at 
an alarming pace: directing and producing 33 between 1997 and Election's release in 2005. 
He became known internationally during this time for his contemplative and morally 
ambiguous crime films that have earned frequent comparisons to French cinema and the 
work of director Jean-Pierre Melville but within Hong Kong To is equally well known for his 
diverse commercial productions from unbeatable rom-coms like Needing You... (2000) to the 
unique Buddhist-murder-mystery, Running on Karma (2003). 

 

To's footing in Hong Kong's popular cinema is evident in Election through its star-studded cast. 
The calm and collected Lok, vying for his place as chairman of the triad, is played by Simon 
Yam. Yam began his film career in the late 1980s as a regular player in Hong Kong's 
“Category III” exploitation movies and, thanks in part to his roles in Johnnie To films, was one 
of many to find crossover success in the mainstream film industry during the 1990s. Lok's rival 
in Election, Big D, is played by Tony Leung Ka-fai (often overshadowed in the West by the 
other Tony Leung), a prolific local actor who British audiences might recognise from the 
nauseating 2004 film, Dumplings. Elsewhere we have Milkyway regulars Gordom Lam (Kun) 
and Lam Suet (Big Head) and a relatively early example of serious acting from tanned 
heartthrob Louis Koo, playing Jimmy in the film, who has gone on to become the most 
ubiquitous face of contemporary Hong Kong cinema.  

 

On the surface Election is a great example of Johnnie To's unique brand of crime film. Told 
with a largely male cast, it is contemplative but never boring and the physical violence is 
sparse and a lot less scary than the institutions that order it. If we peer only slightly beneath 
the surface, however, we can read Election as an allegory for Hong Kong's political situation, 
eight years after the handover to China began in 1997. Through its portrayal of the triad 
voting process and the stumbling blocks of financial greed and interference from the 
mainland, Election asks questions about the possibilities for a democratic future in Hong Kong 
as it slowly becomes part of the People's Republic of China. The thousands who took to the 
streets in 2014's Umbrella Movement reminded many of us that these issues have only 



	   	   	  

	  
	  
amplified in Hong Kong and with rumour of To working on Election 3, now seems the perfect 
time to revisit this 2005 classic of Hong Kong crime cinema. 

 

Fraser Elliot (University of Manchester) 
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