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Lessons in Civil Disobedience from the Sunflower and Umbrella Movements
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Ten years ago, both Taiwan and Hong Kong experienced large-scale
occupation protests. Taiwan’s “Sunflower Movement” was a student-led
occupation of parliament that emerged in March 2014 to block the ratification of
a trade deal with China. In September of the same year, participants in the
“Umbrella Movement” created sustained street occupations in three districts of
Hong Kong to push for “genuine” democratic reform. In both contexts, activists
not just occupied public space, but also claimed to engage in civil disobedience
as a democratic form of political expression. Liberal theorists have outlined strict
standards that protests have to meet to qualify as civil disobedience such as being
public, nonviolent, conscientious, and embodying fidelity to the rule of law. This
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talk will assess to what extent the two East Asian occupations conformed to the
liberal ideal and what theorists can learn from them. It makes the case that the
two movements underline that real world applications do not fully adhere to the
strict textbook ideal, thereby pointing to the need for a less restrictive definition
of civil disobedience.
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Leon Kunz is a visiting scholar at NTNU’s International Taiwan Studies
Center with the support of MOFA’s Taiwan Fellowship Program. Leon is
affiliated with the Department of Government at the University of Texas at
Austin, where he helped build a new Center for Taiwan Studies as a Postdoctoral
Fellow. His PhD thesis, completed at SOAS University of London, explored how
participants in Taiwan’s Sunflower and Hong Kong’s Umbrella Movements
conceived and practiced democracy. His doctoral research was supported by
SOAS, the CCKF, and the CCS of Taiwan’s National Central Library. Leon’s
wider research interests include deliberative democracy, the politics of memory,
and East Asian international relations.



