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Abstract

This thesis examines how geopolitical dynamics reshape political opportunities for social
movements, challenging the nation-state bias that has long structured political opportunity
theory. While social movement scholarship recognizes the importance of political context in
enabling or constraining mobilization, international processes are often treated as external
background conditions rather than as constitutive forces shaping movement—State relations.
This limitation is increasingly consequential as contemporary international rivalries intensify
the securitization of domestic political life. To address this gap, the study develops a multi-
level, processual framework that conceptualizes political opportunities as relational and
dynamic, produced through interactions across international, inter-state, national, and
movement arenas. Empirically, the work investigates Taiwan, a contested State under sustained
geopolitical pressure shaped by China—U.S. strategic competition, focusing on the build-up to
and aftermath of the 2014 Sunflower Movement. Drawing on Protest Event Analysis, in-depth
interviews conducted during year-long fieldwork in Taipei, and documentary sources, it
addresses the puzzle of declining street mobilization after 2016 despite escalating cross-Strait
tensions and a more movement-friendly domestic government. It argues that international
political dynamics can reconfigure political opportunities in ways that discourage visible mass
mobilization when domestic institutions are perceived as aligned with movement goals,
redirecting protests toward institutionalization, changes in repertoire and de-escalation of
contention.
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1 Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1 Geopolitics and social movements: framing the puzzle

Contentious politicsdoes not emerge or operate in a political vacuum. A central insight of social
movement studies has long been that political contexts matter: the openness of political systems,
the configuration of power, and the availability of allies and resources influence when and how
collective actors mobilize. Yet, despite this sensitivity to context, much of the literature has
remained implicitly bounded by the nation-state, treating political opportunities as primarily

domestic in scope.

This state-centered orientation sits uneasily with the realities of contemporary politics. Amid
intensifying geopolitical competition, shifting global power hierarchies, and the renewed
prominence of “spheres of influence” (Ferguson & Hast, 2018) the boundaries between
domestic and international politics have become increasingly blurred, a transformation evident
across multiple crisis zones today. At the time of writing, in early 2026, major sites of ongoing
international conflict and strategic tension include Russia’s invasion of Ukraine; Israel’s war
on Gaza following the attacks of October 7, 2023; and the unprecedented U.S. military
intervention in Venezuela in January 2026, during which Venezuelan President Nicolas
Maduro was captured and removed from power in a large-scale operation that has provoked
widespread debate over sovereignty and international law (Epstein, 2026; UN Office of the
High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2026). Under these conditions, domestic political life
has become deeply entangled with international strategic dynamics. Protests have erupted
across the world in solidarity with Palestine, and even polities with little prior experience of
contentious politics, such as Greenland, are experiencing heightened protest activitiy shaped
by geopolitics as U.S. interest under the Trump administration, including proposals to purchase
the territory or assert greater strategic control for military purposes, has politicized questions

of sovereignty and security (Reuters, 2026; BBC, 2026).

Taken together, these cases should not be read as single or exceptional episodes, but as
symptoms of a broader transformation in the conditions under which political contention
unfolds. From Eastern Europe to the Middle East and East Asia, geopolitical crisis increasingly

penetrates domestic political arenas, reshaping not only the stakes of contention but also the
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forms, intensities, and strategic calculations of collective action. In this context, mobilization
does not simply intensify in response to external threat; it may also fragment, shift arenas, or

contract in visible form while persisting in less conventional or less confrontational manners.

For scholars of social movements, this poses a significant puzzle: political opportunities and
constraints for collective mobilisation are no longer produced primarily within national
political systems but instead emerge through interactions across multiple levels, spanning the

international system, inter-state relations, and domestic political arenas.

This study takes this transformation as its point of departure. It examines trajectories of
mobilization in Taiwan, a contested polity whose democratic institutions operate under
conditions of sustained geopolitical pressure and intimidation, making it a strategic site for
observing how international dynamics penetrate domestic political life. By focusing on this
case, the study asks how social movements operate in geopolitically sensitive contexts in which
domestic political life is deeply entangled with international power relations (RQ1). More
specifically, it examines the mechanisms through which international and inter-state processes
(such as Taiwan—China—U.S. competition) reshape political opportunities by reconfiguring
domestic movement—state relations (RQ2), and analyzes how social movements strategically

adapt their repertoires, frames, and organizational choices in response to geopolitical openings

and closures (RQ3).

1.2 Rethinking political opportunities

Understanding social movements in geopolitically exposed contexts requires an analytical
framework capable of tracing how opportunities and constraints are produced and transformed
across multiple, interacting levels. Although social movement scholarship has increasingly
addressed international phenomena such as globalization and transnational fields of contention
(Sikkink and Smith, 2002; Della Porta & Tarrow, 2012), international political dynamics are
still often treated as external resources, secondary arenas, or as vague, catch-all, background
concept (Goldstone, 2011; 2014; Lawson, 2015; 2016). Geopolitical processes such as great
power rivalry, security alliances, diplomatic isolation, and even conditions of war or pre-war
tension have certainly shaped domestic contention in earlier historical periods, including the
Cold War. Yet they tend to remain peripheral in social movement analysis, often used

descriptively but rarely theorized as forces that systematically reshape movement—State



relations. As a result, we currently lack a theoretical framework capable of explaining how and
why protest mobilization sometimes intensifies under geopolitical crisis, but at other times
contracts, reorients, or becomes strategically restrained, even in the absence of domestic
repression or institutional closure. This limitation is consequential in the contemporary
international context, where domestic political life is increasingly securitized by risk of war

and strategic rivalry.

This thesis argues that social movement scholarship, particularly the political opportunity
tradition, would benefit from integrating geopolitics more centrally into its analytical
framework. Building on this diagnosis, the thesis develops a multi-level, processual framework
for analyzing contentious politics under conditions of geopolitical crisis. Rather than treating
international dynamics as external shocks or background conditions, the framework
conceptualizes geopolitics as constitutive of political opportunities, capable of enabling,
constraining, or redirecting collective action in ways that are not reducible to domestic political

institutions alone.

This work takes political opportunity theory as a point of departure in the belief that it holds
enduring explanatory strength, rooted in its attention to context, constraints, and relational
dynamics (Eisinger, 1973; Tilly, 1978; McAdam, 1982; Tarrow, 1998). At the same time, the
thesis hopes to address the main critiques raised against this tradition, especially its tendencies
toward structuralism, determinism (Goodwin & Jasper, 1999; Jasper, 1997; Jasper, 2012), and
an implicit nation-state bias (McAdam, 1999).

Conceptually, the theoretical argument develops in two steps. First, it combines political
opportunity theory with a processual approach to contentious politics (McAdam, Tarrow, &
Tilly, 2001; Bosi and Malthaner, 2024) and insights from theories of players and arenas (Jasper,
2015; Jasper & Duyvendak, 2015). This way, it conceptualizes opportunities not as fixed
structures but as dynamic, relational environments whose effects depend on strategic
interaction and interpretation. From this perspective, arenas are not an alternative to political
opportunities, but a way of specifying how context becomes consequential: by highlighting the
interactions through which actors perceive, negotiate, and contest constraints and possibilities,
they offer a complementary and actor-centered refinement of political process analysis. Second,
the thesis extends the concept of political opportunities beyond the nation-state container that
has long structured mainstream social movement research (Tilly, 1993; 2004a; McAdam, 1982;

Tarrow, 1989; Della Porta, 1995; Kriesi et al, 1995).
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On this basis, the thesis advances a core theoretical claim: geopolitical dynamics can actively
restructure political opportunities for both States and movements, not only by reshaping
institutional configurations and elite alignments but also by altering the interpretive and
strategic horizons within which collective actors operate. The contribution is therefore not to
abandon political opportunity theory, but to extend it through an actor-centered, multi-level
perspective that can account for how opportunities and constraints emerge through the interplay
of international, inter-State, and domestic arenas (McAdam, Tarrow, & Tilly, 2001; Lawson,

2015).

To make this argument concrete, the thesis develops a multi-level theoretical model of
geopolitics and social movements. The model is grounded in a simple logic: political
opportunities are produced through interactions across several interconnected arenas rather
than within any single level in isolation. These arenas include the international system, inter-
state relations, national politics, and social movements’ own relational fields. Together, they
form a nested system in which changes at one level can create new constraints or openings at

others.

Within this framework, the thesis identifies three analytically distinct pathways through which
geopolitical dynamics shape social movements. First, international pressures may be mediated
through national political institutions, shaping movement—State relations indirectly. Second,
international actors may intervene directly, bypassing national institutions and seeking to
constrain or influence social movements viewed as politically consequential or threatening.
Third, social movements may respond directly to international dynamics by developing new

strategies, frames, or organizational forms, thereby introducing differentiation and innovation.

These pathways are not competing explanations or sequential stages. Rather, they represent
different configurations of the same underlying logic, activated under different distributions of
power and access across arenas. At the core of this model lies the idea that States and
geopolitical coalitions with greater material and symbolic resources tend to seek to rebalance
State—society relations in contexts they consider strategically important. This logic underpins
a wide range of empirical cases, from U.S. interventions against socialist-leaning actors in
Western Europe and Latin America during the Cold War, to Russia’s actions in Ukraine and,
in the context of this work, China’s efforts to promote unification discourse and policy in

Taiwan.
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Under this approach, geopolitical structures are therefore treated not as fixed or exogenous
constraints but as historically situated, adaptive configurations of power whose effects on
collective action depend on how they are mediated, contested, and reworked across levels. This
perspective allows the thesis to attribute causal force to geopolitical structures without
collapsing structure into either a general background condition, or into individual actors, and

to conceptualize agency and structure as analytically distinct yet dynamically intertwined.

1.3 Taiwan as a contested State

Taiwan constitutes a particularly strategic case for examining how geopolitical dynamics
reshape political opportunities across multiple levels. While the empirical analysis centers on
Taiwan, the analytical framework developed in this thesis is not specific to this case alone.
Taiwan is approached as a strategic and theoretically generative site for observing dynamics
that are increasingly salient across a range of contexts in which domestic political contention

unfolds under conditions of geopolitical rivalry and existential threat.

As a consolidated liberal democracy whose international status remains fundamentally
contested, Taiwan occupies an ambiguous position between de facto sovereignty and
constrained external recognition, combining effective internal governance with persistent
exclusion from the formal international system. In the literature, such polities have been
variously described as isolated, de facto, or contested states (Geldenhuys, 1990; Pegg, 1998;
King, 2001; Bahcheli et al., 2004; Lynch, 2004; Geldenhuys, 2009). This category is defined
less by internal weaknesses in State capacity than by the denial of collective recognition (most
notably through institutions such as the United Nations) of both the right to exist as a sovereign

State and the effective exercise of that sovereignty.

The classical criteria of statehood are articulated in the 1933 Montevideo Convention on the
Rights and Duties of States, adopted at the International Conference of American States in
Montevideo, Uruguay. The Convention sets out four core requirements, now widely regarded
as customary international law, for an entity to qualify as a State: a permanent population tied
to a specific territory; a defined geographical area with recognized borders; an effective
government capable of maintaining order and exercising authority; and the capacity to engage

in diplomatic and legal relations with other states (Grant, 2000). While there is broad consensus
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on the criteria of population, territory, and government, the requirement concerning the

engagement in external relations remains the most contested.

This criterion has sparked an enduring debate at the intersection of international law and
political theory. This debate is centered on whether recognition is a prerequisite for statehood
or merely a confirmation of it. Two main positions have emerged. The first, known as the
declaratory theory, holds that an entity becomes a State once it fulfills the three objective
criteria of territory, population, government, and it is capable to engage in foreign relations.
Recognition, in this view, is a political act that acknowledges an existing reality but does not

constitute statehood itself (Shearer, 2000).

The opposing view, known as the constitutive theory, argues that recognition by other states is
not simply a diplomatic formality but a fundamental requirement. According to this position,
statehood is not fully realized until it is conferred through recognition by members of the
international community (Fabry, 2010). Without such recognition, even entities that meet all
the declaratory criteria remain outside the formal international system. While the declaratory
view is more prevalent in legal scholarship and reflected in much of state practice, the
persistence of contested states highlights the continuing relevance of the constitutive view in
global politics. Ultimately, failure to meet any of the four basic qualifications, particularly

recognition, can prevent an entity from attaining sovereign statehood under international law.

The origins of contested states are diverse, shaped by complex historical, demographic, and
political processes. Yet comparative research indicates that unilateral secession, typically
justified through claims of self-determination, represents the most common pathway (Roy,
2003; Ker-Lindsay, 2009; Hoehne, 2011; Shelley, 2004; Falah, 2005; Broers, 2019; Makili-
Aliyev, 2023). In Taiwan’s case, contested status emerged not through decolonization or recent
secession, but as the unresolved outcome of the Chinese Civil War between the Nationalist
government led by Chiang Kai-shek and the Chinese Communist Party under Mao Zedong.
Following the Communist victory and the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in
1949, the Republic of China government retreated to Taiwan, retaining effective control over
territory, population, and governing institutions while progressively losing international

recognition, most decisively with its expulsion from the United Nations in 1971.

In contemporary international politics, the realization of claims to statehood has become
increasingly conditional, shaped by normative expectations regarding governance and
adherence to liberal-democratic standards. Effective territorial control alone is no longer
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sufficient; legitimacy is also assessed in terms of how authority is exercised and how
populations are governed. As a result, international support for (or opposition to) contested
states increasingly depends on judgments about the normative quality of their political
institutions than on claims on independence per se, with liberal democratic regimes aligned
with Western values generally viewed as more legitimate governing authorities than illiberal
alternatives. Taiwan’s democratization, culminating in its first direct presidential election in
1996, exemplifies this dynamic by reshaping the terms of its contested status: as Taiwan
consolidated a liberal democratic regime while China remained authoritarian, cross-Strait
relations came to be framed not only as a territorial dispute but also as a confrontation between
political systems, deepening Taiwan’s affinity with Western allies while simultaneously

intensifying China-sponsored constraints on its formal diplomatic recognition.

A further structural barrier to the recognition of contested states is the international norm of
preserving the territorial integrity of existing states. The “veto” state, defined as the original
state from which the contested entity has attempted to secede, actively opposes its separate
existence through military means or diplomatic efforts to block international recognition
(Geldenhuys, 2009). At the same time, many contested states rely heavily on external actors,
or “patron” states. Patron states are external powers that play a decisive role in the creation,
support, or survival of the contested entity and often exert substantial influence over its internal
and external affairs. Their involvement is crucial for the political, economic, and military

sustainability of the contested state.

Taiwan’s geopolitical status both embodies and challenges conventional understandings of
contested statehood. Despite its lack of broad international recognition, Taiwan meets the core
criteria traditionally associated with statehood: a defined population, territory, and government.
It exercises effective internal sovereignty and is not subordinated to any external constitutional
authority, which grants it the “highest degree of empirical statechood” among existing empirical
cases of contested states (Geldenhuys, 2009). Nevertheless, Taiwan’s position remains
precarious, as its international space is continually shaped by the strategic contest between its

veto state, the People’s Republic of China (PRC), and its patron state, the United States.
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14 Contested statehood and political opportunities

Collective action in Taiwan has consistently unfolded at the intersection of domestic and
international politics. From indigenous resistance to incorporation under Chinese and European
empires, through repeated uprisings during Qing rule, to opposition against Japanese colonial
authority and later Nationalist authoritarianism, episodes of contention have repeatedly arisen
in response to externally imposed rule. Long before Taiwan’s status became formally contested
under contemporary international law, collective behavior on the island was already shaped by
the interaction between local grievances and external power struggles. Consequently, Taiwan’s
political development has been continuously influenced by (and has in turn contributed to)
shifting international configurations of power in East Asia, including China’s relations with
colonial European powers, Japan’s imperial expansion, and the strategic interests of the United

States during the Cold War.

In the 20th century, Taiwan’s pro-democracy and post-authoritarian mobilizations illustrate
how moments of geopolitical pressure have repeatedly reconfigured domestic political
opportunities in the island. The pro-democracy movement of the 1980s and early 1990s gained
momentum in the wake of the United States’ decision to shift diplomatic recognition from
Taipei to Beijing, a move widely interpreted by opposition actors as further delegitimizing the
Kuomintang regime and underscoring the limits of authoritarian rule under conditions of
international isolation. The 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre became a critical external
reference point for the 1990 Wild Lily student movement, sharpening fears of authoritarian
regression and strengthening demands for democratic reform (Roy, 2003; Ho, 2020). Together,
these cycles of mobilization translated international developments into sustained domestic
pressure for institutional change, contributing decisively to Taiwan’s democratic breakthrough,
and culminating in the introduction of direct presidential elections in 1996. In both cases,
international events did not merely provide symbolic inspiration; they reshaped perceptions of

threat, urgency, and political possibility within Taiwan’s domestic arena.

After democratization, subsequent cycles of contention continued to be fuelled by similar
dynamics. The 2008 Wild Strawberry Movement emerged in response to what activists
perceived as the Ma Ying-jeou administration’s excessive accommodation of Beijing following
the resumption of high-level cross-Strait engagement. Protesters objected in particular to
restrictions on demonstrations and press freedom imposed during the visit of Chinese envoy

Chen Yunlin, interpreting these measures as evidence that the government was prioritizing
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compliance with the People’s Republic of China’s “One China” framework over the protection
of civil liberties and democratic norms (Hsu, 2021; Beckershoff, 2023). Most prominently, the
2014 Sunflower Movement was catalyzed by fears that deepening economic integration with
China, embodied in the ratification of the Cross-Strait Service Free Trade Agreement, would
generate political dependence and undermine Taiwan’s autonomy. Protesters objected not only
to the substance of the agreement but also to the government’s attempt to fast-track its passage
through the legislature without clause-by-clause review, a move widely criticized as “black
box” decision-making that bypassed democratic oversight. Mobilization was thus driven by a
mix of criticism toward opaque domestic governance practices and geopolitical anxiety.
Taiwan’s history of contention shows that political opportunities in contested polities do not
emerge within a single, self-contained arena. Instead, they are produced through ongoing

interactions between international, inter-state, and domestic dynamics.

1.5 Post-Sunflower Taiwan as a strategic case for multi-level analysis

This study’s empirical focus is on the apparent contraction of street mobilization in Taiwan
following the Sunflower Movement and the 2016 electoral turnover from a Kuomintang (KMT)
to a Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) government. At first glance, this shift presents a
puzzle. After 2016, Taiwan’s external environment quickly deteriorated: cross-Strait relations
became more confrontational, China intensified military and symbolic pressure on the island,
and U.S.—China relations entered a phase of heightened rivalry. Given Taiwan’s historical
pattern of mobilizing under conditions of geopolitical tension, the relative decline of large-
scale street protest appears counterintuitive. Why, amid escalating international conflict and a
domestically more favorable government, did visible mobilization decrease rather than

intensify?

This study argues that the puzzle cannot be explained by domestic political opportunity
structures alone. Taiwan’s post—Sunflower context did not exhibit the conditions that social
movement scholarship typically associates with demobilization: there was no increase in
repression, political exclusion, or institutional closure relative to the KMT administration under
Ma Ying-jeou (2008-2016). On the contrary, from a conventional political opportunity
perspective, the 2016 electoral turnover arguably should have expanded opportunities for

mobilization. The Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), historically rooted pro-democracy, and
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pro-independence movements of the authoritarian era, has generally been perceived as more
open and receptive to civil society claims than its predecessor. Moreover, the 2014 local
elections and the 2016 general elections brought a number of former Sunflower Movement
activists into formal politics, many of whom entered government through the DPP itself, or
other aligned political parties. Explaining the shift away from the heightened mobilization
observed between 2012 and 2014 therefore requires moving beyond static, domestically

bounded accounts of political opportunity structures.

To address this puzzle, the thesis adopts a processual ontology and a multilevel perspective on
contentious politics. Although the empirical analysis focuses on the post-Sunflower period, the
broader temporal scope (approximately 2012—2020) is necessary to trace actors’ trajectories
across time and arenas. Examining the period before, during, and after the 2014 occupation
allows for a more precise reconstruction of how strategies, frames, and organizational forms
evolved in response to shifting domestic and international conditions. This longitudinal

approach captures change not as a sudden rupture but as an ongoing process of reconfiguration.

From this vantage point, geopolitics emerges as central to understanding post-2016 patterns of
contention. First, geopolitical dynamics exert direct effects on Taiwanese social movements.
As China’s capacity to influence Taiwan’s political environment has expanded through
disinformation campaigns, economic leverage, and forms of hybrid warfare, segments of civil
society have strategically reoriented their activities. Groups with roots in the Sunflower
Movement, for example, have shifted away from mass street protest toward efforts aimed at
countering Chinese influence operations, safeguarding electoral integrity, and preparing
civilians for both hybrid warfare and a PRC potential military intervention. At the same time,
China’s targeted outreach to specific constituencies, including indigenous groups, has
generated internal divisions and organizational fragmentation, complicating collective action

and producing divergent strategic responses.

Second, geopolitics also shapes mobilization indirectly by reconfiguring relations between
social movements and the State. As cross-Strait tensions intensified, the DPP government was
perceived, at least in broad terms, as aligned with core movement objectives such as
safeguarding Taiwan’s autonomy and resisting Chinese encroachment. This convergence
exerted an inhibitory effect on large-scale street protest, not because grievances disappeared,

but because visible contention risked signaling fragmentation within the pro-independence
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camp at a moment of heightened external threat. Under these conditions, restraint itself became
a strategic choice for many movements that, despite divergent positions on domestic policy,

converged around the overarching goal of defending Taiwan’s political autonomy.

Taken together, these dynamics suggest that the post-2016 period should not be understood as
simple demobilization. Instead, it reflects a reprioritization of goals and a reorientation of
repertoires in response to an increasingly constrained and geopolitically charged environment.
While street protest declined, collective action persisted in altered forms, redirected toward
issues perceived as existential, most notably, countering PRC external interference and
preserving Taiwan’s political autonomy. Post-Sunflower Taiwan thus offers a revealing case
for theorizing how social movements adapt under conditions of contested statehood, where
domestic openness coexists with international constraint and political opportunities are

reshaped as much by geopolitics as by institutions and party politics.

More broadly, the dynamics observed in post-Sunflower Taiwan speak to a wider pattern
visible in the contemporary international system, in which geopolitical polarization and
external threat can reorder movement priorities, discourage visible contention, and incentivize
strategic alignment with State actors perceived as defenders of national survival. In such
contexts, reduced street mobilization should not be equated with political quiescence, but
understood as a potential outcome of shifting opportunity structures shaped by geopolitics

rather than domestic closure.

While grounded in the Taiwanese case, this argument is likely to resonate beyond it, offering
insights for scholars of social movements as well as for students of nationalism, decolonization,
and contested sovereignty in International Relations. Similar dynamics can be observed in other
contested states and in contexts, such as colonial and post-colonial societies, marked by strong
nationalist cleavages under conditions of existential threat. In these cases too, the imperatives
of autonomy, survival and nation-making are likely to take precedence over internal political
divisions. By showing how geopolitical threats can reorder movement priorities and reduce
visible contention without eliminating collective action, this thesis contributes to a broader
understanding of how political conflict unfolds when war, external domination, or national

survival become civil society’s major concerns.
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1.6 Structure of the thesis

The thesis is structured in two main parts. Part I develops the theoretical framework, situates
the Taiwanese case, and outlines the research design and methods. Part II presents the empirical

analysis of social movement trajectories in Taiwan before and after the Sunflower Movement.

Chapter 2 develops the thesis’s theoretical framework. It reviews the political opportunity
tradition in social movement studies and its main critiques, with particular attention to the limits
of structurally deterministic and State-centered approaches. Building on processual, relational,
and actor-centered perspectives, the chapter advances a multi-level conception of political
opportunities that integrates geopolitical dynamics as constitutive elements of contentious
politics. It introduces a nested model of interacting arenas and specifies three analytically
distinct configurations through which international and inter-state dynamics reshape

movement—State relations and movement strategies.

Chapter 3 situates Taiwan as a contested state within its historical, institutional, and
geopolitical context. It traces Taiwan’s political development from early encounters with
imperial powers through authoritarian rule and democratization, and examines its
contemporary constitutional framework, party system, and identity politics. The chapter also
analyzes Taiwan’s contested international status and its position within the China—U.S.—
Taiwan strategic triangle, highlighting how contested statehood generates persistent external

constraints alongside internal democratic openness.

Chapter 4 outlines the research design and methodological approach. It explains the study’s
processual ontology, periodization, and units of analysis, and details the mixed-methods
strategy combining qualitative protest event analysis, in-depth interviews, and documentary
sources. The chapter also reflects on fieldwork choices, data limitations, and analytical

strategies.

Chapter 5 provides a bird’s-eye view of Taiwan’s protest landscape between approximately
2012 and 2020, drawing on protest event analysis and documentary sources. It reconstructs
patterns of mobilization across issue areas, identifies protest cycles, and situates the Sunflower
Movement as a transformative event that reconfigured the field of contention. The chapter
documents the decline of large-scale street protest following the Sunflower Movement—

particularly after the 2016 electoral transition—and traces a shift from mass mobilization
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toward diversification, institutionalization, and selective demobilization in the post-Sunflower

period.

Chapter 6 offers a micro- and meso-level analysis of movement adaptation after 2014. Drawing
on qualitative in-depth interviews, it examines how different segments of Taiwanese civil
society responded strategically to geopolitical pressures through digital activism, civil defense
initiatives, and institutional engagement, and how these responses shaped organizational
choices. The chapter also analyzes intra-movement differentiation and factionalism, as well as
the relational consequences of institutionalization under conditions of heightened geopolitical

polarization.

Chapter 7 concludes the thesis by summarizing the main empirical and theoretical findings. It
returns to the central argument that geopolitics reshapes political opportunities for social
movements and shows how, in contested states, this can pull movements toward sovereignty-
focused priorities, leaving them “stuck in nationalism,” before outlining avenues for future

comparative research.
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PART I - THEORY, CASE, AND METHODS

2 Chapter 2. A Multi-Level Approach to Political Opportunities

2.1 Introduction

The relationship between collective actors and their broader contexts has long been a focal
point of social movement research. A central insight in this field is that the conditions in which
a movement emerges shape its trajectory and political influence. The political opportunity
perspective emphasizes that activists’ ability to mobilize, advance specific claims, build
alliances, and influence institutions depends on external factors. It has gained increasing
prominence in the classic agenda of social movement studies by promising a systematic way

to examine how social movements respond to, and affect, the world around them.

In the first part of this chapter, I will trace the development of the political opportunity, or
political process, approach from its early theoretical foundations to its contemporary
formulations. I will highlight the critiques that have shaped its evolution and contributed to a
broader shift in scholarship away from structurally deterministic frameworks. Despite this shift,
I argue that the core ideas of political opportunity theory remain essential for understanding
social movements, as no actor operates in isolation. Movements are deeply embedded in the
social, political, and historical contexts from which they emerge, and this embeddedness
continues to inform analytical approaches to collective action—even among scholars who do
not explicitly adopt political process theory. A wide range of theoretical approaches, including
the study of temporalities of contention, relational fields, and arenas ultimately engage with
core concerns of political opportunity theory—particularly the impact of external environments

on collective agency and action.

The second section of this chapter addresses a key limitation in the study of political
opportunities: the tendency to focus primarily on national-level interactions between
movements and States, where opportunities are seen to open or close solely within State-

centered contexts. To address this, I will propose expanding the concept of political
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opportunities beyond the boundaries of the nation-State. Political process theories could move
beyond their narrow focus on State-movement interactions to account for how global historical
conjunctures—such as the structure of the international system, prevailing norms and practices
in the international community, and a State’s external alliances and rivalries—shape domestic
political dynamics and influence collective actors. While much of the existing literature centers
on national contexts, movements are often deeply affected by developments at the international
level. Having reviewed relevant scholarship both within and beyond social movement studies,
I argue that most analyses fail to meaningfully integrate international dimensions into their
understanding of how contextual factors influence transnational activism, revolutions, civil
wars, and nationalist mobilizations. Therefore, 1 contend that the political opportunity
framework should evolve into a more dynamic, multi-level model—one that can capture how,
and under what conditions, specific aspects of the external environment, including international

political processes, shape the emergence, form, and trajectory of collective action.

The third and final section of this chapter turns to theory building by proposing such multi-
level model. Drawing on concepts from both contentious politics and sociological approaches
in International Relations, this framework offers an analytical model for examining how global
political processes influence collective action by shaping interactions between movements and
States. By bridging insights from these two fields, the framework seeks to deepen our

understanding of the independent role of history and geopolitics on collective action.

2.2 Reviewing context in Social Movement Studies: political opportunities and their

conceptual relatives

2.2.1 Poltical opportunities as structures: the classic agenda of Social Movement Studies

Between the 1950s and 1970s, social movements were often viewed by scholars as irrational
and disruptive, shaped by the legacy of totalitarian mobilizations like Fascism and Nazism.
Protesters were seen as socially isolated and outside the bounds of legitimate political
engagement (Kornhauser, 1959). This view began to shift in the 1960s, as widespread protests
in stable democracies revealed that marginalized groups used protest as a rational strategy to
influence policy when other channels were closed (Lipsky, 1970). The resource mobilization

approach reframed movements as organized, strategic efforts to mobilize support and
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overcome obstacles like the free rider problem (Olson, 1965). Defined in different ways among
which as “informal networks grounded in shared beliefs and solidarity, which mobilize around
contentious issues through repeated challenges to an opponent” (Della Porta, 2014), social
movements came to be seen as vital actors in political life. Political opportunity theory emerged
to highlight how political contexts shape movements’ grievances, strategies, and chances of
success, underscoring that agency is exercised within, and shaped by, broader institutional

constraints.

The concept of political opportunity was first explicitly introduced by Eisinger (1973) to
explain why some American cities experienced widespread riots over race and poverty in the
1960s, while others did not. Defined as “the degree of openness or closure of the political
system to the participation of challengers”, Eisinger found that riots were most likely in cities
with a mix of both “open” and “closed” structures for citizen engagement. Cities with
accessible institutional channels allowed grievances to be addressed through conventional
means, mitigating unrest, while those with no visible avenues for participation suppressed
dissent, preventing protest from escalating. Eisinger’s work focused on the role of local
political environments in shaping dissent. Building on this, Tilly expanded the theory by
incorporating national comparisons and emphasizing how political opportunities, defined as
“recurring aspects of the political environment that influence collective action” (1978: 11),
evolve over time. Tilly argued that protest emerges when a polity is neither so open that protest
is unnecessary nor so closed that protest is impossible, with activists selecting tactics from a

“repertoire of contention” based on available strategic opportunities.

Early research on political opportunities, particularly Tilly’s (1978) framework for social
movements, prompted scholars to apply and refine the approach across various case studies,
sometimes generalizing findings and other times tailoring concepts to specific contexts.
McAdam’s (1982) study of the U.S. civil rights movement illustrates the effectiveness of
political process theory in explaining mobilization. He argued that African American activism
gained momentum when external conditions created sufficient openness for mobilization.
Factors such as the collapse of the Southern cotton economy, Black migration to Northern cities,
and a decline in lynchings reduced organizing risks and increased African Americans' political
significance. The Supreme Court’s “Brown v. Board of Education” ruling further legitimized
civil rights concerns, fostering a sense of “cognitive liberation” and inspiring activism. Political

organizers used the decision to educate and mobilize, while Congressional debates and civil
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rights legislation amplified public attention. Support from key elected officials, particularly
Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, and federal protections for civil rights workers further
facilitated mobilization. The decline of the civil rights movement was shaped by shifts in the
political and cultural landscape. As activism expanded, internal divisions over goals and
strategies emerged, urban riots diminished public support, and increased repression limited
certain activist efforts. At the same time, fiscal and political constraints restricted further policy
changes, diminishing the effectiveness of civil rights activism. McAdam’s analysis became a
key model for the political process approach, influencing future research on other social

movements.

Tarrow (1989) applied the political process model to analyze the surge of social movement
activity in Italy between 1965 and 1975. His concept of a “cycle of protest” examined both the
rise and decline of mobilization by integrating institutional politics with social unrest. Initially,
government openings lowered the costs of collective action, sparking mobilization across
various groups, including workers, students, religious reformers, and leftist factions. As
protests escalated—sometimes turning violent—government responses initially fueled further
activism. However, increasing violence ultimately justified repression, raising the costs of
participation and leading to a decline in protest. Over time, some activists shifted toward
conventional political engagement, moderating their demands and institutionalizing dissent.
While longitudinal studies followed Tilly’s theoretical framework, they primarily focused on
the emergence of movements rather than their integration into political institutions. These
studies highlighted how expanding political opportunities enabled marginalized groups to

mobilize, emphasizing the early stages of activism rather than its long-term trajectory.

Cross-sectional comparative studies, on the other hand, examine political opportunity
structures across different contexts. Kitschelt’s (1986) analysis of antinuclear movements in
France, Sweden, the United States, and West Germany applies political opportunity theory to
explain variations in movement strategies, development, and impact. While recognizing a
broad range of opportunities—including resources, institutions, and historical factors—
Kitschelt offers a more streamlined framework. He categorizes States along two key
dimensions: input structures (open or closed) and output capacity (strong or weak). According
to his model, movement strategies depend on participation options—blockages lead to
confrontational tactics, while openness encourages assimilation. Additionally, State capacity

influences movement outcomes, with weaker States being more responsive to pressure through
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procedural or substantive changes. Though Kitschelt’s model provides clarity, it simplifies the

complex factors shaping social movement trajectories over time.

Kriesi et al. (1995) reintroduce the complexity of longitudinal studies by analyzing “new social
movements” in four European countries—France, Germany, the Netherlands, and
Switzerland—over time. Their approach broadens the concept of political opportunity by
considering factors such as political cleavages, institutional structures, alliance dynamics
(particularly the role of the organized left), and prevailing movement strategies. By focusing
on the left’s configuration of power and its presence or absence in government, they provide a
more comprehensive view of how citizen mobilization responds to political opportunities.
Unlike earlier models that emphasized disruptive protest, Kriesi et al. include a broader
spectrum of activism, from conventional participation to confrontational demonstrations. They
highlight how the State not only enables mobilization by opening access but also provokes
activism through unpopular policies and political threats. Their findings reveal stark
differences in mobilization patterns: Switzerland, despite having the highest levels of social
movement participation (largely through institutionalized channels), experiences minimal
disruptive protest, while France, with the lowest overall participation, sees the most

confrontational activism—especially when the left is out of power.

While these studies focused on particular processes within a limited range of phenomena
McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly launched their “Contentious Politics” project with the goal of
reintegrating the fragmented study of collective action, which had traditionally been divided
into separate lines of inquiry focusing on phenomena such as strikes, democratization, social
movements, nationalism, ethnic mobilization, revolutions, and wars (McAdam, Tarrow, and
Tilly 2001: 9; see also Tarrow and Tilly 2007; Aminzade et al. 2001). Unlike earlier studies
that examined specific processes within a narrow scope, they sought to establish a broader
analytical framework by conceptualizing these diverse events under the unified category of
“contentious politics”. This approach aimed to identify recurring causal mechanisms and
processes that transcend different forms of collective action, actors, and conflicts. Their work,
“Dynamics of Contention”, specifically analyzed transformations within various
manifestations of contentious politics (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001: 34, 55-71, 160-190,
193-199). It not only explored traditional political struggles, such as revolutions, but also
introduced distinctions between ‘“contained” and “transgressive” forms of contention,

highlighting shifts between them in light of broader political strucutres (McAdam, Tarrow, and
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Tilly 2001: 7). Despite generating considerable debate and facing criticism, “Dynamics of
Contention” by McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly paved the way for the “processual turn”, which
began to take shape in the 1990s and early 2000s. Their recognition that social movements
engage in a wide range of activities, including minimally disruptive forms of collective action,
laid the groundwork for later processual perspectives, which emphasize that social movements
and their trajectories, strategies, and outcomes should be viewed not as discrete events within

open or closed structures, but as dynamic, evolving processes.

2.2.2  From structures to context: the processual turn in Social Movement Studies

Processual approaches emerged as a response to the growing criticism of political opportunity
theory’s overly deterministic nature. Critics argued that, by focusing too narrowly on
correlations between independent and dependent variables, the emphasis on structures often
overlooked the role of the actors themselves (Jasper, 2012; Krinsky & Mische, 2013) and
neglected the dynamic and contingent nature of political struggles (Goodwin & Jasper, 1999;
Jasper, 1997; Polletta, 2006). In response, new currents in social movement studies began to
explore factors beyond structural elements that shape the trajectories of movements. These
approaches shifted the focus from external conditions to how movements actively interpret and
engage with structures, rather than simply reacting to predetermined opportunities. The
processual shift in social movement research was closely tied to the “cultural turn,” during
which scholars began to emphasize the cultural aspects of collective action. This included a
growing focus on how beliefs, values, narratives, and symbols contribute to the mobilization
and endurance of social movements (Baumgarten, Daphi, & Ulrich, 2014). The field
increasingly incorporated perspectives on culture and framing (Snow & Benford, 1992, 2000;
Jasper, 1999; Snow, 2004), the power of storytelling (Polletta, 2006; 2016; 2022), and the role
of emotions as drivers of particular forms of collective action (Goodwin, Polletta, & Jasper,

2001; Jasper, 1998, 2011).

The core rationale of processual research is to explain how phenomena change over time,
tracing sequences of events and transformations rather than isolating correlations between
dependent and independent variables by assuming a “general linear reality” of social action
(Abbott, 1988). By examining how collective actors, forms of action, and conflict trajectories
evolve, processual research captures the interplay of continuity and change that shapes political

mobilization. Central to this approach is the recognition that collective actors are not static
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entities but are “in a continual state of becoming” (Bosi and Malthaner, 2024). For political
opportunity theorists, processual approaches have marked a shift from understanding the
external environment as a static structure to viewing it as an ensamble of processes unfolding
in the context where social movements operate. Actors respond to evolving political and social
conditions, rather than fixed structures of opportunity or constraint, with each phase of
contention potentially reshaping the landscape for future mobilizations. Shifts in political
contexts, cultural narratives, or technological affordances can all give rise to new forms of

collective action or reconfigure existing ones.

Processual perspectives thus challenge rigid analytical categories and instead foreground the
fluidity of action, the redefinition of identities and goals, the dynamic interactions among actors
and the open-ended nature of possibilities (Bosi and Malthaner, 2022). By emphasizing
sequences of events and the interplay between multiple layers of social reality, these
approaches disrupted the clear distinction between political structures and actors’ agency which
had been a foundational element of social science theorization and a core principle of the classic
political process framework in social movement studies. Challenging the structure-agency
paradigm introduced new conceptual challenges, as scholars increasingly had to confront the
“fallacy of central conflation” (Archer, 1982; 1988), the logical flaw that arises when structure
and agency become “two sides of the same coin”, that is to say, mutually constitutive to the

point that they become indistinct, effectively collapsing into one another.

Processual approaches at their core, are fundamentally about time. Recognizing that different
forms of collective action—ranging from confrontational to minimally disruptive—are
interconnected challenges the notion that they are self-contained or fixed in time. By
reintroducing the concept of temporality, processual approaches move away from linear
interpretations of time in social movement analysis. Instead, they enable an understanding of
overlapping temporalities and the multiple, intersecting layers that influence collective action.
This shift has contributed significantly to how we conceptualize different forms of collective
actors, actions, and conflicts—not as discrete entities but as part of dynamic sequences. It has
also enriched the vocabulary used to discuss the “temporalities of change”. Moving beyond a
deterministic view of context requires exploring how temporality intersects at different layers
with context and agency and rethinking context as something shaped through, not merely

surrounding, contentious politics.
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Processual approaches have been key in moving beyond action-reaction models and rigid
frameworks based on independent and dependent variables. By introducing a new vocabulary
of temporalities and emphasizing interactions and event sequences, they have shifted the
analytical focus to the dynamics of collective action. From a political opportunity perspective,
these approaches allow to engage systematically with the fate of structures (or contexts) once
we accept that all social processes are in flux. Does context disappear, or must it be reimagined
as a fluid ensamble of evolving layers within which collective action takes shape? While
processual scholarship has offered rich insights into the temporalities of movement activity—
examining sequences, actor interactions, action forms, and conflict types—it also points toward
the need to analyse the sequences and interactions through which context itself is produced,

maintained, and transformed.

2.2.3 Time as context

Like space, time is a fundamental component of what is understood as “context” in social
analysis. However, unlike space—which has received considerable scholarly attention in social
movement studies (e.g., Nicholls, 2007; 2016)—time has often been treated implicitly,
remaining in the background of theories concerning movement emergence, development, and
outcomes. Nevertheless, different conceptions of time underpin major theoretical frameworks
in the field and reveal competing assumptions about the dynamics between agency and
structure. These temporal conceptions are not just methodological tools but ontological
commitments—structuring how scholars conceive of political opportunity, constraint, and
transformation. At their core, then, theories of temporality are also theories of agency-structure
relations and thus of political opportunity itself. Theories of temporality in social movements
can generally be grouped into three main categories: historical time, eventfulness, and

sequences.

Historical time. At the broadest level, historical time is central to understanding social
movements as contextually grounded, temporally situated phenomena. Charles Tilly’s (2004)
conception of social movements as historically specific social formations underscores the long-
term temporality in which movements—and their strategic repertoires—are seen as enduring
modes of collective interaction. McAdam and Sewell (2001) capture this in their notion of

“cultural epochs of contention,” where public performances by movements are understood as
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being both shaped by and directed toward other historically specific formations, most notably

the liberal democratic nation-State.

This perspective is deeply entwined with the structure—agency debate. Time, in this context, is
not merely a backdrop but a structuring force—a sequence of unfolding conditions and
interactions external to movements that both constrain and enable collective action. As Gillan

2

(2020: 21) notes, “movements act both in history and on history,” meaning that they are
simultaneously products of their time and active agents seeking to reshape it. Theories of “New
Social Movements,” emerging in the 1970s, exemplify this duality by linking movement
emergence to broader societal transformations such as the transition to post-industrial society
or the information age. These approaches emphasized how movements responded to the
colonization of the life-world and the rise of programmed social systems, situating them within
evolving historical conditions (Habermas, 1981; Melucci, 1996; Touraine, 1971). Similarly, in
political process theory, long-term structural shifts—such as industrialization and

urbanization—were integral to understanding political opportunities and constraints (McAdam,

1982; McAdam & Sewell, 2001).

More recently, Gillan (2020) has proposed a refined lens for engaging with multiple
overlapping temporalities in the socio-political environments where movements operate. His
concept of the timescape captures how macro-historical conditions shape and are shaped by
movements. In the case of the “neoliberal timescape,” for example, movements both resist and
reflect dominant socio-economic logics (Gillan & Edwards, 2020). While many mobilizations
challenge neoliberal principles, their organizational forms—such as horizontal networks,
digitally mediated action, and an emphasis on individual autonomy over collective identity—
often mirror the very dynamics they aim to oppose. In Gillan’s formulation, these longer-term
processes appear as vectors of social interaction: directional forces that are not static “structures”

in the traditional sense, but evolving contexts that movements navigate and transform.

Across these accounts, historical time implies a form of political opportunity embedded in
structure: movements must seize openings shaped by large-scale processes they do not control,
though they may contest and modify them. Crucially, recognizing the historical embeddedness
of movements does not negate their agency; rather, it reframes agency as operating within and

upon historically situated constraints.

Eventfulness. In contrast to longue durée (Braudel, 1949) approaches, theories of eventfulness

emphasize rupture, contingency, and transformation. Scholars of protest and social movements
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have long recognized that “events”—particular moments in history—possess the power to
disrupt and reconfigure existing social structures, an idea crystallized in William Sewell's
influential call for an “eventful sociology” (Sewell, 2005, Chapter 3). For Sewell, some events
must be understood not merely as outcomes of structure, but as catalysts that can actively
transform structures and reshape trajectories. His analysis of the storming of the Bastille
illustrates this: over a few days in the summer of 1789, Parisians, drawing on evolving notions
of popular sovereignty, redefined the very concept of “revolution,” legitimizing mass action
against authority. Here, temporality is not passive or linear but is instead refigured through

agency, when collective action transforms time by introducing a new historical consciousness.

This understanding of eventfulness has since shaped scholarship on protest dynamics,
especially where moments of rupture and instability reorder both material conditions and
interpretive frameworks. Scholars identified the eventfulness of “intense times” around
moments of democratization in Eastern Europe (Della Porta, 2014), the impacts of more micro-
scale events on solidarity (Meyer & Kimeldorf, 2015) and the effects on local activists of

organisation and participation in major protests (Wood et al., 2017).

Donatella Della Porta (2020) has then furthered this line of analysis, specifying the nature of
momentous events in relation to social movements. She shows how crisis and breakdown
theories of social movements gave way to theories focusing upon the routine and normalised
nature of the protest, thus side-lining the fact that “momentous events” do happen, and that
protests can be “critical junctures” in their own right (Della Porta, 2018). When this happens,
they produce a “crack” or rupture in time, producing new directions of change. Protests are
therefore “eventful” when they create critical junctures in time capable of mobilising big waves
of contention. This can set up a sequential process as the initial cracking leads to instability (or
a period of vibrating) followed by stabilisation (or a period of sedimenting), which settles the
impacts of the previous period. Della Porta thus offers a theoretical account of movement
processes that can include both dramatic change and relative stability. The exploration of social
vibration also offers specific ways in which we might understand the piling up of contingencies
during intense times as new patterns of social relations are experimented with, social actors

find themselves in different positions of power, and beliefs are re-examined.

Undoubtedly then, events — both those that movements respond to, and those they initiate — can
have ramifications in wider social processes. But this cannot be simplified to a one-time impact

or outcome. In Wagner-Pacifici’s (2017) theorisation, events are “restless” because they
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become subject to repeated reinterpretation. First and foremost, events are interpreted so as to
integrate a “rupture” into a more linear understanding of change over time. Beyond that,
Wagner-Pacifici sees events unfolding over time through repeated handings-off between one
interpretative moment and the next. Gillan (2020) follows up in this vein, exploring how
interpretative contests over 9/11 and the global financial crisis of 2007 onwards marked
contention within the neoliberal timescape and influenced practices, goals and strategies

throughout the period.

Sequences and interactions. Sequences and interactions deal with the temporalities inherent
within movement activities themselves. If there is a dominant approach to this within the
existing literature it is the association of movements with the rise and fall of mobilisation in
protest waves (Tarrow, 1998). This can be understood as a meta-sequence for movement
activity, in which three phases — expansion, transformation and contraction — stand out
(Koopmans, 2004). These cycles suggest a patterned, quasi-structural temporality in which
agency is shaped by broader political rhythms and waves of opportunity. Ata more micro level,
approaches rooted in contentious politics emphasize recurring sequences of mechanisms and
processes, such as diffusion, brokerage, and attribution of threat, that unfold across different
contexts (McAdam, Tarrow & Tilly., 2001). By contrast, interactionist perspectives treat time
as emergent through strategic moves and countermoves—highlighting uncertainty,
improvisation, and the situatedness of decisions (Jasper, 2015; Jasper and Duyvendak, 2015;
McGarry et al., 2016). Recent processual interpretations of political opportunity shift from
static models toward understanding how movements themselves interpret and construct the
temporality of their political environment. These approaches center on strategic interactions
and interpret how social movements navigate their external environment, starting from their
own vantage point. As a result, they emphasize movements’ collective interpretations of

historical events rather than the inherent characteristics of the external context itself.

Taken together, these perspectives demonstrate that time structures how we understand
movement agency and political context. Whether conceived as historically unfolding
constraints, punctuated ruptures, or emergent sequences, each temporal logic embeds a distinct
vision of how agency and structure interact. Accordingly, different conceptions of time produce
different understandings of context: as exogenous and longue duréé (historical time), as
moments of transformation (eventfulness), or as interpretive and interactive processes

(sequences). Recognizing this clarifies how temporal frameworks shape core assumptions in
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social movement theory, including political opportunities, and invites renewed reflection on

time as context.

2.2.4  From structures to fields and arenas

One response to criticisms that political process theory was overly deterministic and simplistic
was a shift toward more dynamic, interactional, and interpretive frameworks in social
movement theory. While political opportunity theorists adapted by moving away from rigid
structuralism to emphasize localized mechanisms and interpretive dimensions of action
(Kurzman, 1996; 2004; McAdam, Tarrow, & Tilly, 2001), other scholars embraced theoretical
approaches that prioritize meso- and micro-level explanations, focusing on processes, emotions,

and strategic choice over structural determinism (Jasper, 2010a; 2012a).

The turn toward more dynamic and interactional approaches is exemplified in two influential
frameworks: strategic action fields (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011) and arenas (Jasper, 2015).
Both theories aim to bridge the gap between structure and agency, building on Pierre
Bourdieu’s influential notion of “fields of conflict” over clearly identifiable stakes, while
foregrounding conscious strategy and interpretive agency. The theory of strategic action fields
conceptualizes social life as a collection of “meso-level social orders”—relational spaces
“where actors (who can be individual or collective) interact with knowledge of one another
under a set of common understandings about the purposes of the field, the relationships within
the field—including the distribution of power among actors—and the field’s rules” (McAdam
& Fligstein, 2011: 3). These fields are not fixed structures but dynamic, continually reshaped

by strategic interaction.

Jasper’s model of “players” and “arenas” introduces a more actor-centered vocabulary.
Players—defined as “those who engage in strategic action with some goals in mind” (Jasper &
Duyvendak, 2015: 10)—can be individual or collective, and they often move across groups,
holding overlapping or even conflicting goals. Arenas, by contrast, are “bundles of rules and
resources that allow or encourage certain kinds of interactions to proceed, with something at
stake” (ibid., 14). Like players, arenas are dynamic and vary in terms of institutionalization,
stability, and their formal or informal links to other arenas. Notably, players themselves can

function as arenas when their internal dynamics are examined (Mische, 2015).

32



Despite their focus on meso-level interactions, both frameworks maintain an analytical
distinction between players and the structured environments in which they operate. Fields and
arenas are not external, monolithic “structures” in the traditional sense but are themselves
produced, maintained, and altered through strategic interaction. Yet, they still constitute forms
of context—albeit fluid and subjectively constructed ones. In this sense, they do not reject the
idea that environment matters for collective action; rather, they reconceptualize it. These
approaches’ intuition is that what matters is not simply whether an opportunity objectively
exists, but how actors perceive, interpret, and respond to the surrounding configuration of

power, norms, and institutional constraints (Jasper & Duyvendak, 2015: 33).

Despite their focus on interaction and agency, both fields and arenas continue to treat context
as a crucial factor shaping collective action, even if fluid, dynamic, or actor-interpreted. As
such, they remain anchored in a contextual logic that resonates with the political opportunity
tradition. Even when context is framed as subjectively constructed rather than objectively given,
it still serves as a structuring condition that enables, constrains, or is strategically leveraged by
actors. In this way, these approaches share the political process’s foundational assumption: that
the environment in which actors operate matters for explaining mobilization and strategy.
Political process theory posited external structures as enabling or constraining protest; newer
approaches suggest that context continues to matter, but its influence is mediated through
interpretation, positioning, and strategy. Even when macro-conditions are not explicitly
theorized as causes, they often function as background assumptions. Jasper &
Duyvendak (2015), indeed, argue that players are constrained primarily by other players, not
structures—but this interaction still takes place within patterned, historically grounded arenas,
including the State (2015, 13). Similarly, Fligstein and McAdam argue that actors navigate
fields that are embedded in “broader field enviroments”, particularly the State, which is
considered to contain all other fields and to impose constraints and opportunities on the meso-

level orders (2011, 8).

A key limitation of both frameworks, however, is their tendency to underplay the role of macro-
temporal structures and transnational or international processes that shape strategies in ways
actors may not fully recognize. In both players and arenas and strategic action fields theories,
“strategy” refers to the ability to control others—defined respectively as “the ability to control
actors vis-a-vis other actors” (Fligstein, 2001; McAdam and Fligstein, 2011: 7), and “the efforts

to get others to do what you want them to” (Jasper, 2015: 19). It assumes the conscious effort
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of actors towards clear goals, which they aim to achieve by leveraging interactions between
themselves and others. However, theories of temporality remind us that collective actors
operate not only in interactional time but in historical time. As Gillan (2020) shows, even the
seemingly strategic preference for decentralized, networked “connective action” in the 2010s
reflects deeper entanglement with neoliberal temporalities and subjectivities (see also Bennett
& Segerberg, 2012; Tufekci, 2017). In such cases, strategy is not merely a response to an
immediate arena but a product of long-term contextual conditioning, shaped by both historical
trajectories and evolving international dynamics, such as the diffusion of neoliberal norms,
transnational activist networks, and global media infrastructuresm, which is often

unacknowledged by actors themselves.

One could argue that the marginalization of macro-structural context in theories of strategic
action fields and arenas is a deliberate corrective to earlier structuralist excesses. But even so,
these frameworks do not—and, arguably, cannot—fully escape context. Rather, they transform
how context operates: no longer an exogenous and fixed variable, it becomes an interpreted
and negotiated element of strategic action. In this sense, theories of arenas and fields are not a
departure from the political opportunity tradition, but a reformulation of its core intuition: that
collective action is shaped by context. What changes is the mechanism of influence—from
external constraints to relational, interpretive dynamics. As such, these approaches should not
be seen as incompatible with political opportunity theory, but as its conceptual descendants,

bringing context back in through the lens of agency and interaction.

2.3 Political opportunity beyond the nation-state: reassessing the boundaries of social

movements activity

Conventional scholarship traces the historical emergence of social movements to the rise of the
national-State. This perspective is grounded in Charles Tilly’s influential argument that social
movements, as we understand them today, did not exist prior to the development of nation-
States in the 18th century. In Social Movements, 1768-2004, Tilly presents a historical and
analytical account of social movements, arguing that they emerged as a distinct form of
contentious politics alongside three simultaneous structural transformations occurring at the

State level: democratization, nationalization, and the rise of modern capitalism (Tilly, 1986;
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2004a). He contends that the institutional and political conditions created by State formation
provided the necessary framework for sustained, organized, and public collective action. Social
movements developed as democratization expanded political participation and created
institutional channels for collective action. At the same time, movements themselves played a
crucial role in shaping democratic processes by demanding rights, representation, and policy
changes (2004b). Tilly’s State-centric approach is further reflected in his theory of revolutions,
which he characterizes as “social movement situations” initiated by the pursuit of a particular

goal: sovereignty and control over State structures.

Tilly’s work has profoundly shaped theoretical approaches to social movements, leading
scholars to conceptualize their external context primarily in relation to the State. For decades,
social movements have been analyzed as evolving alongside historical State processes
(McAdam, 1982), shaped by the development of State structures (Giugni, McAdam, & Tilly,
1998), and defined by their interactions with State authorities (Della Porta, 1995). As a result
of'this State-centered focus, the classic agenda of social movement studies has often overlooked
the possibility that collective action possesses an international dimension—whether in terms
of how global trends influence movement practices, or how social movements themselves react
and shape global processes. When addressed, this transnational dimension has often been
acknowledged only symbolically (through references to global solidarity or ideological
alignment) rather than examined as a substantive analytical category in its own right (Della
Porta, 2007: 15), such as in the traditional internationalism of the workers' movement (Van

Holton and van der Linden, 1988).

While a State-centered perspective has long dominated the study of social movements,
exceptions have emerged, especially in studies of contentious political processes linked to
globalization, and in the scholarship on revolutions, civil wars, and nationalist movements.
Building on Tilly’s argument that the consolidation of the nation-State shifted contentious
politics from the local to the national level (1986, 1995), scholars have begun to investigate
whether globalization and the emergence of supranational power centers are prompting a
similar shift—from national to transnational forms of protest. Concurrently, the hybridization
of subfields within sociology and political science under the umbrella of the Confentious
Politics project has encouraged cross-fertilization among theories of revolutions, civil wars,

and nationalist movements. These adjacent fields have traditionally shown a higher degree of
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concern on how collective actors engage with geopolitics, regional and international dynamics,

and have often questioned the very concept of the national-State.

This section engages with these theoretical developments to identify how and where
international dimensions have entered social movement theory—and where critical gaps
remain that this study aims to address. While studies of globalization have foregrounded the
international dimension, they have typically done so in terms of transnational resource flows
or mobilizing structures. Similarly, scholarship on revolutions civil wars, and nationalist
movements, while acknowledging the geopolitical environment, often treats it as a background
variable lacking conceptual depth, via a strategy that has been termed “add the international
and stir” (Lawson 2015: 305). The interaction between the international dimension and
actors’agency is rarely considered. When it is addressed, the focus is typically limited to
revolutionary or nationalist movements, leaving other forms of collective action within
contentious politics largely overlooked. As a result, the dynamic interplay between

international context and collective action remains under-theorized.

2.3.1  Globalization and transnational protest: the “international” as a resource

environment

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, social movement scholars began exploring whether
globalization and the rise of supranational power centers were reshaping the landscape of
protest. These inquiries marked an important shift, as researchers started to look beyond the
nation-State as the sole container of political opportunity and collective action. While
acknowledging that the national-State remains the primary political context for social
movements, they argue that it may no longer be the sole arena of mobilization (Della Porta et
al., 2009: 13). As a result, increasing attention was directed to how protest dynamics might be
shaped by transnational processes and institutions. Yet, while this work opened up new avenues
of inquiry, much of it retained a national lens in conceptual terms, focusing on how global
structures offer movements additional resources for nationally-focused mobilizations, rather

than asking how the international dimension might independently generate or shape contention.

The global protest wave of the early 2000s, later known as the Global Justice Movement (GJM),
played a pivotal role in this scholarly turn. The transnational character of the GJM was analyzed

in several ways. First, through the development of global issues via cross-national frame

36



bridging and trans-issue connections (Gerhards and Rucht, 1992; Andretta, 2005), which
prompted research on the diffusion of protest forms and frames across countries via master
frames and international events (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2005; Snow and Benford, 1999; Imig
and Tarrow, 2001; Walton, 2001; Auyero, 2007). This line of inquiry builds on earlier efforts
to theorize transnational diffusion as a relational and cultural process rather than a purely
institutional one. Before the turn of the century and the emergence of the GIM, McAdam and
Rucht (1992) had already started conceptualizing cross-national diffusion as involving an
initial phase of identification enabled by direct relational ties between activists across countries,
followed by the circulation of ideas and tactics through non-relational channels such as media,
symbols, and shared repertoires. Their model had challenged the treatment of social
movements as discrete national entities and foregrounded the role of transnational activist
linkages in shaping contention, an insight that would later inform analyses of global protest

waves.

Second, attention focused on the rise of formal transnational organizations linked to social
movements, involving actors from multiple countries (Sikkink and Smith, 2002). These entities
supported international collaboration and fostered infrastructures for global campaigns, such
as transnational environmental activism (Rootes, 2005; Van der Heijden, 2006). As Tarrow
observed, international institutions act like “coral reefs,” enabling horizontal links among
activists across borders (2001: 15). Third, supranational institutions emerged as new targets for
mobilization, offering both opportunities and constraints. The European Union and United
Nations, for instance, created distinct effects: the EU tends to favor institutionalized tactics
(Marks and McAdam, 1999; Imig and Tarrow, 2009), while the UN facilitates norm diffusion
and global claim-making (Passy, 2009). This development spurred interest in transnational
social movement organizations (Smith, Pagnucco and Romeril, 1994; Sikkink, 1993; Chatfield,
Pagnucco and Smith, 1997; Sikkink and Smith, 2002), and highlighted how structures like the
North—South divide shape civil society networks (Diani, 2005).

Despite these insights, two key limitations constrain these approaches. First, the transnational
context is typically defined in institutional terms—through networks, organizations, or access
to supranational institutions—neglecting non-institutional transnational dynamics such as
discourses, political cultures, or shifts in alliance geometries between countries. While studies
of the GIM reference broad demands like debt cancellation or a more social Europe, movement

targets are often reduced to institutions like the IMF or World Bank, overlooking neoliberalism
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as a broader system of governance and as an organizing principle of the historical time in which

the GJM as a “transnational field of contention” emerged (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2012).

Second, the transnational is often treated as a resource environment rather than a generative
political context. It is framed more as a support structure than as a driver of new forms of
contention. Anti-globalization masterframes, for example the well-known “You G8, we 6
billion”, are seen as symbolic tools for unifying diverse actors rather than as expressions of a
shifting political time. Political opportunities remain primarily conceptualized in national terms,
as varying openness of State structures. As Della Porta notes, “local and national organizations
interact transnationally, reacting to supranational institutions of governance, but they are also
embedded in national structures and opportunities” (2007: 5). While these studies illuminate
how movements leverage expanded resources, they fall short of theorizing how global
transformations catalyze or constrain mobilization and shape strategies beyond institutional

acCcCcess.

2.3.2 The “international” in the literature on revolutions

Among scholars examining topics adjacent to social movements, those studying revolutions
and civil wars have most directly addressed the international dimension, echoing the

understanding that "revolutions are always international events" (Lawson 2019: 35).

As one of earliest scholars of the phenomenon, Goldfrank (1979: 143) identified several
external factors that shape revolutions, including the global capitalist system, shifts in great
power configurations, and changing patron-client relations. Theda Skocpol (1979: 14)
similarly emphasized that "social revolutions cannot be explained without systematic reference
to international structures and world historical development." Her structuralist framework
incorporates two key international influences: the uneven spread of capitalism and inter-State
military competition. These ideas align with world-systems theory (Wallerstein, 1974; 2004;
2011; Arrighi, 1994) and inform her notion of "world time," referring to global historical shifts
that shape both opportunities and strategies for revolution (Skocpol, 1979: 23). However,
Skocpol’s treatment of world time is often abstract and underdeveloped, with limited attention

to regional diffusion or the historical evolution of revolutionary models.

Later scholars extended and revised this framework. Goldstone (1991, 2014) emphasized

demographic pressures, elite fragmentation, and the withdrawal of international support as key
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triggers of revolutions. Katz (1997), Markoff (1996) and Sohrabi (2002) highlighted how
central revolutions produce regional waves. Foran (2005) linked revolutions in the Global
South to international conditions like dependent development and systemic openings, while
Kurzman (2008) and Beck (2011) explored the diffusion of democratic revolutions through
global cultural flows. Beissinger (2002, 2014) empirically showed that revolutionary waves
have become more frequent and expansive over the last century following global and regional
power shifts. These insights spurred empirical studies of “modular” revolutions—movements
shaped by transnational scripts and external support (Beissinger, 2007; 2009; Wilson, 2009;
Chenoweth & Stephan, 2011; Mitchell, 2012). Civil war scholarship also foregrounded
external influence: Kalyvas (2006) explored how international support affects violence at the
micro-level; Walter (2002, 2022) and Cunningham (2010) showed how third-party
interventions prolong conflicts; and diffusion theorists like Weyland (2012) noted how

revolutions spread through analogical reasoning and emotional contagion.

These developments have advanced the integration of international factors into revolutionary
theory. However, there have been suggestions in the scholarship that "the international" is still
insufficiently theorized (Lawson, 2015). Three problems stand out. First, the treatment of
international dynamics is uneven: some studies center them (Foran 2005; Kurzman 2008; Beck
2011), while others virtually ignore them (Parsa 2000; Goodwin 2001; Slater 2010). Second,
international influences are often reduced to simplistic variables—e.g., military defeat in
Skocpol—ignoring more complex transnational processes like cultural diffusion, alliance
dynamics or global power distirbution. Third, international dimensions are frequently added as
external inputs rather than fully integrated into explanatory frameworks, leaving domestic

dynamics dominant.

As Lawson (2015, 2016) and Goldstone (2014) note, even studies that acknowledge
international influences often retain a “bifurcated model” that treats global processes as
background conditions rather than co-constitutive forces. Without clearer specification of how
international factors operate—whether through dependent development, norm diffusion, or
geopolitical rivalry—“the international” risks becoming a vague, catch-all, background
concept. Thus, while revolutionary and civil war research has moved beyond purely

endogenous accounts, the theoretical integration of the international remains incomplete.

Finally, while much of this literature illuminates violent or revolutionary rupture, it does little

to explain how international contexts shape non-violent, non-revolutionary movements.
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Despite efforts to bridge revolution studies with broader contentious politics, significant gaps

remain in theorizing international influence across the full spectrum of collective action.

2.3.3  The international dimension in the study of nationalism

Political claims grounded in identity have become central in the study of political conflict.
Scholars of revolutions, civil wars, and social movements increasingly examine how collective
action can be driven by identity-based grievances and aspirations. Nationalism, as both a
foundational principle of the modern State and a key element in the international State system,
has been a crucial force in shaping such mobilizations. Since the Enlightenment, nationalism
has played a significant role in revolutionary movements—initially through the rise of popular
sovereignty as a mobilizing discourse for the bourgeoisie against monarchical rule (Johnston,
2014), and later through anti-colonial struggles led by indigenous elites in Asia and Africa
(Strang, 1992). As a result, a growing body of scholarship has conceptualized nationalism not
only as an ideological or cultural formation, but also as a potent mobilizer of collective action.
In some cases, nationalism is even treated as a social movement in its own right, organized

around grievances, symbols, and demands for autonomy or recognition within or beyond the

State (Muro, 2015).

Today, there is broad agreement that nationalism is best understood as the expression of an
imagined national community (Anderson, 1991)—a socially constructed identity forged
through State-building processes rather than primordial ethnic ties. The “nation” is thus
conceptualized not as a formal political entity, but as a symbolic community bound by shared

identity markers such as language, religion, cultural practices, and territorial attachments

(Smith, 1979).

Nationalist movements are often categorized by their relationship to the State: (1) State-
facilitated nationalism, promoted by States to bolster legitimacy or cohesion; (2) State-
destroying nationalism, pursued by minority groups seeking autonomy or secession; and (3)
State-seeking nationalism, in which Stateless nations pursue sovereign Statehood (Connor,
1972; Johnston, 2014). Social movement studies have traditionally concentrated on State-
destroying nationalism, especially in relation to ethnic minority mobilization and internal
conflict. This research has drawn on social psychology—particularly the social identity

perspective—which explains how politicized group identities intensify mobilization when
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collective interests are threatened (Simon and Klandermans, 2001). Emotional dynamics,
including national pride and resentment of subordination, have also been shown to powerfully

shape participation in contentious action (Flam 2015; Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta 2001).

However, emotional and symbolic identification alone does not account for nationalist
mobilization. Scholars have therefore turned to meso- and macro-level contextual factors that
politicize national identities and render them mobilizable. Comparative studies have explored
a wide range of cases—from democratic movements in Scotland to anti-colonial struggles, non-
violent resistance in Tibet, and violent campaigns by ETA and the IRA. Yet much of this
research maintains a nation-State focus, examining how domestic political institutions mediate

nationalist contention, often overlooking geopolitical dynamics and international influences.

The international dimension of nationalist mobilization is most evident in State-seeking
nationalism. Stateless national groups seeking sovereignty frequently engage international
actors to legitimize their claims, draw attention to grievances, or align with shifting geopolitical
currents. From anti-colonial movements embedded in Cold War politics to more recent
struggles over international recognition (e.g., Kosovo, Palestine, Catalonia), such mobilizations
often operate within—and contest—global power structures. Despite this, the international
aspects of State-seeking nationalism remain a secondary concern in most studies, typically

treated as external context rather than as integral to the mobilization process itself.

By contrast, State-facilitated nationalism has received growing attention in political science,
particularly in the context of authoritarian regimes like China and Russia (Zhou, 2019; Zhou
& Repnikova, 2024), and among far-right movements in democratic settings (Caiani, 2017;
Caiani & Weisskircher, 2022). In sum, while nationalism is increasingly integrated into the
study of contentious politics, its international dimension remains unevenly addressed. State-
destroying nationalism dominates the literature, while State-seeking forms—despite their
inherently international orientation—are often marginalized or examined primarily through the
lens of conflict studies. Greater integration of State-seeking nationalism into theories of
contentious politics would help illuminate how identity-driven mobilization operates across

borders, interacts with global institutions, and reshapes geopolitical alignments.
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2.3.4  Reconceptualizing political opportunities: integrating relational and geopolitical

contexts

This work aims to address two longstanding criticisms of political opportunity theory by
refining rather than discarding the concept. First, it supports a shift away from mechanistic
models and toward processual and relational approaches that retain structural analysis without
reducing movements to passive reactions. Second, it calls for expanding the framework beyond
its State-centric focus to include international and geopolitical structures that increasingly

shape contentious politics.

While many recent approaches have attempted to move beyond static, deterministic models by
emphasizing actor perception and relational dynamics, they often do so at the cost of
downplaying the independent influence of historical and geopolitical structures. Concepts such
as arenas and fields offer useful insights, yet they frequently reduce context to something
relevant only when mediated by actors’ interactions and interpretation. This risks marginalizing
the autonomous role of historical processes and macro-level international phenomena in
shaping movement opportunities and constraints. As a result, structural transformations are
often treated as analytically secondary—recognized only when they are perceived and

purposedly acted upon.

This work proposes to integrate useful relational concepts—such as fields and arenas—into the
political opportunity framework, allowing them to enrich rather than replace political process
analysis. It also argues that global political shifts, transnational alignments, and long-term
geopolitical transitions exert independent pressure on the strategic environments in which
movements operate. Movements are not merely embedded in historically specific and
internationally mediated contexts—they also act upon these contexts. In an era marked by
global instability—from the Russian invasion of Ukraine, Israel’s war on Gaza and the
normative unicertainty surrounding the U.S. domestic and foreign policy under Trump—
movements increasingly operate within transnational fields, engaging with global power
alignments and evolving normative orders. These dynamics produce new constraints and

opportunities that cannot be adequately captured within a nation-State framework alone.
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2.4 Acting in and upon history: toward a multi-level theory of political opportunity

This section advances a theoretical approach to better capture how movements navigate layered
contexts that shape and are shaped by their interventions. To do so, the present work proposes
a relational understanding of political opportunity theory. It views movements as shaped by
and capable of reshaping multilayered, historically situated, and geopolitically conditioned
contexts and retains the structural focus of political opportunity theory while incorporating the

concepts of arenas and fields to account for interaction and strategy across multiple scales.

In the introductory remarks to the second edition of the book Political Process and the
Development of Black Insurgency (1930 — 1970), published in 1999, Doug McAdam reflects
on the state of the art of the studies on collective action and on the need to modernise the
theoretical understanding of social movement emergence by suggesting, among others, an
expansion of the concept of political opportunities in two directions: beyond opportunities, to
include threats, and beyond the State level. McAdam’s historical reassessment of U.S. civil
rights politics demonstrates how Cold War geopolitics created external pressures that
movement actors could strategically leverage. He suggests that the otherwise puzzling contrast
between Truman’s voice and Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s silence on racial matters in
American politics can be explained by looking at the very different international contexts in
which they operated. It was the Cold War worldview that came to dominate American
policymaking in the post-war period and changed how political elites in the U.S. interpreted
racial politics. In this context, civil rights reform quickly became a tool in America’s global
struggle against communism, as racial inequality in American society could otherwise be
exploited by the Soviet Union for its propaganda value. As such, the emerging Cold War and
the mentality it produced were instantly interpreted as an "opportunity” by civil rights leaders,
who strategically leveraged this geopolitical shift to advance their movement aims. The present
theoretical effort partially builds on McAdam’s intuition to advance an understanding of how

movements act both in and upon history.

This perspective rests on an understanding of history not as a neutral temporal backdrop but as
a structuring of political time, composed of specific configurations of power that define what
is urgent, legitimate, or possible at a given moment. Geopolitics occupies a central role in this
structuring process because certain historical periods, such as Cold War bipolarity or neoliberal

globalization, are not just chronological eras but geopolitical orders. These orders organize
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dominant discourses and strategic priorities of élite actors, while also shaping how domestic
conflicts are evaluated in international terms. In this sense, geopolitical configurations and
international orders constitute the primary medium through which history becomes politically
operative for social movements. Social movements encounter ‘“history” primarily through
geopolitically structured fields of meaning and power, that make some claims resonate and
others illegible. In this view, geopolitics is how history materializes as political opportunity or

constraint.

Social movements act in history by navigating historically inherited and geopolitically
conditioned contexts that shape what forms of contention are conceivable or effective at a given
moment. At the same time, they act upon history by intervening in these contexts: through
framing, alliance-building, and their strategic actions, movements can reconfigure political
meanings, alter international alignments, and reshape how domestic struggles re-configure
global political orders. History, in this view, is neither external to collective action nor fully
determining, but is continuously produced and transformed through the interaction between

movements and the geopolitical structures of their time.

2.4.1  Interacting arenas: a “nested” model of political opportunities

To systematize this expanded framework, I draw on constructive elements within International
Relations (IR) theory, particularly sociological constructivism and George Lawson’s
“intersocietal approach” (2015: 307 — 319) to revolutions. The relative neglect of the
international dimensions in revolution scholarship mirrors a similar gap within the very
discipline tasked with analyzing global dynamics: International Relations (IR). If relatively few
sociologists study transnational or global dynamics as a matter of course (exceptions include
world systems, world society, and globalisation theorists), this is not the case with International
Relations. Yet, IR theorists have often approached revolutions as anomalies or disruptions to
be handled (e.g., Walt 1996) or dismissed them as peripheral disturbances (e.g., Armstrong
1993), rather than recognizing them as constitutive elements of international order. To more
effectively bridge the study of social movements and International Relations, this framework
instead draws on IR approaches that view international order as co-constructed through both

inter-State dynamics and the collective actions of non-State actors.
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The strand of sociological constructivism in IR highlights the significance of ideas, social
representations, and interactions in shaping international reality—shifting the focus away from
purely material factors and State-dominated dimensions, such as economic or military power
towards the role of identities (Wendt, 1999; Snidal, 2002).! Rather than reproducing rigid
dichotomies between State- and society-centered approaches, this work follows Risse’s (2002)
argument that such binaries obscure the relational complexities of international politics. Global
processes arise not solely from States but through interactions among State and non-State actors

across multiple, overlapping arenas.

The relational roles of non-State actors within the “State-centric”” world of IR are explored in
the literature on Transnational Advocacy Networks (TANs), which provides a concrete
example of how cross-level interactions operate in practice. In the literature on transnational
advocacy networks (TANs), political opportunity structures are understood to operate at both
domestic and international levels. Internationally, TANs seek to access global institutions,
norms, and allies to amplify their influence and exert pressure on target States. However, the
domestic context is seen as the key mediator: it determines the extent to which international
opportunities can be utilized and translated into policy change. A central focus in this literature
is on access as a critical condition for TAN effectiveness. With “access”, this literature points
to the permeability of domestic political systems and international institutions to collective
demands. This emphasis on openings fails to account for the role of threats and “closure” (the
second point addressed in McAdam's critique) of the system as a trigger for the emergence or
evolution of TANs. Addressing this limitation requires integrating both enabling and

constraining factors into the analysis of political opportunities.

Lawson’s “intersocietal” framework (2015; 2016) is particularly valuable for thinking through
how “differentially located but interactively engaged” social sites—people, networks,
institutions—generate revolutionary and mobilizational dynamics. An intersocietal approach
does not presume a fixed hierarchy of actors or sites but instead tracks how cross-border flows

of ideas, practices, and institutions affect the development of collective action. It emphasizes

! This framework is by no means an exhaustive review of International Relations theories that engage with non-
State actors, nor does it fully represent the breadth of constructivist thought within IR. Rather, this work is situated
within a sociological approach to social movements and seeks to contribute primarily to that field by incorporating
an international dimension. The use of IR concepts and theories is therefore instrumental and selective, aimed at
enriching social movement analysis, not at advancing IR theory per se.
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the sociological content of international relations: how cooperation, competition, emulation,
coercion, and resistance shape interactions among global actors at different levels. An
“intersocietal” approach invites both descriptive and analytical investigations. Descriptively, it
maps the empirical ties among movements, States, and transnational institutions. Analytically,
it traces how interactive engagements—across borders, institutions, and social networks—
generate causal pathways for mobilization. This enables a better understanding of how
movements emerge, evolve, and act not only in response to local conditions but also through
the dynamics of international systems. This theoretical effort therefore carries the potential to

bridge contentious politics and IR theory through a relational and multilevel lens.

Moving back to social movement scholarship, the integration of Jasper’s concept of “arenas”
is particularly helpful here. Jasper notes that arenas, as “bundles of rules and resources that
allow or encourage certain kinds of interactions, have the advantage of allowing observers to
look simoultaneously at a multiplicity of actors” (2015: 31). In this framework, arenas help
conceptualize the expanded scope of political opportunity structures—not limited to the State
or State authority alone, but including a broader set of external relations, actors, and dynamics
operating at the internatioanl level. These include patterns of cooperation and competition in
inter-State external relations, as well as the individuals, networks, and institutions involved in
shaping those relations. Movements are therefore viewed as political processes unfolding
across overlapping arenas: the international system, inter-State relations, the national-State,
and social movements’ own relational fields—one example of which is intra-movement
competition, where factions or organizations within a movement navigate power dynamics,
strategic disagreements, or ideological divides in response to both internal tensions and external
pressures (Bosi and Davis, 2017). Each arena is shaped by the larger historical time—or
"timescape", to borrow from Gillan—, that provide actors with strategic opportunities and
limitations. In McAdam's analysis, the historical time is embodied by Cold War dynamics that

shaped both the symbolic terrain and institutional receptivity to civil rights claims in the U.S.
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Figure 1.

Figure 1 is a tentative illustration of a layered understanding of the international system as a
network of actors interacting across multiple scales. It shows how each arena, from global
power structures to intra-movement dynamics, functions as part of an interconnected whole,
represented as concentric circles. The outermost layer reflects the international system and
global power distribution, which includes overarching geopolitical structures that set the
backdrop for action at all lower levels. The Cold War, in McAdam’s analysis of the Civil Rights
Movement, enabled activists to expose contradictions in U.S. democratic ideals, framing civil

rights as a matter of global concern.

The next layer highlights opportunities and threats resulting from bilateral inter-State relations.
These encompass specific geometries of foreign relations between States—such as diplomatic
tensions and alliances—and mediate the effects of broader systemic dynamics. For instance, in
the Cold-War context shifting U.S.—Soviet relations across different administrations influenced
both domestic and foreign policies, providing opportunities and constraints for cooperation and

competition.

The third arena consists of opportunities at the national-State level. During the almost 45 years
of the Cold War, different U.S. administrations held varying interpretations of its imperatives,
and these differences shaped how they engaged with both international partners and domestic

constituencies. Similarly, the contrast between Brezhnev’s period of stagnation and
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Gorbachev’s reformist agenda in the Soviet Union illustrates how changes in national
leadership and political ideology can recalibrate both domestic institutions and their responses
to international pressures. These shifts altered not only internal governance but also the Soviet
Union’s engagement with the broader global system, influencing the space available for
political contention and social movements. These variations illustrate how national political
cultures and elite preferences mediate the interaction between domestic institutions and global
pressures. This arena offers a relational understanding of how domestic regimes not only
generate openings and closures for challengers per se, but also how they recalibrate their
internal structures in response to shifting international environments. In doing so, it helps
overcome the rigid “bifurcation” between the national and international found in many theories

of contentious politics (Lawson, 2016).

At the core, innermost level are political opportunities resulting from social movements’
internal and external relational fields. These fields, the multiple ways in which they interact
among one another and with the outermost arenas are dynamic and context-sensitive,
encompassing intra-movement competition, alliances, strategic disalignments, and engagement
with both domestic and international structures. Movements both respond to and reshape these

strucutres, creating feedback loops across all layers.

In sum, the diagram highlights how disturbances in one arena can ripple throughout the entire
nested system, underscoring the importance of a multilevel theoretical approach. Following
McAdam's second recommendation, the model also incorporates the role of threats alongside
opportunities, recognizing that it is the interplay of openings and closures across these arenas

that produces different effects on movement trajectories.

The Genoa G8 protests in 2001 help illustrate this logic: activists operated within the social
movement arena, while the target of their demands, the G8 country’s heads of State operated
within the inter-State relations arena, and the Italian government within the national-State arena.
Each of these arenas was shaped by contextual dynamics, such as the characteristics and
pressures of other arenas. For example, global neoliberalism and its infrastrucutre, of which
the G8 forum was a symbol, exerted structural pressure on both the inter-State and the national
arenas, placing diplomatic demands on the Italian government intent on successfully managing
the summit. These pressures subsequently shaped the strategic choices of State actors—
including the preference for repression, most notoriously manifested in the brutal crackdown

on protesters in Genoa—and therefore movements’ political opportunities, their assessement
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of the risk and the best way of engaging with the State. Because each arena serves as the context
for the next, the interactions unfolding within one arena generate political opportunities and
constraints for actors in another. These dynamics shape behavior within each arena and

reinforce the interconnected nature of structure and interaction.

This perspective allows us to see arenas as dynamic and interconnected, much like Russian
dolls or concentric circles, where a shift in one layer reverberates through the whole system. It
suggests that social movements should be understood not only as domestic actors responding
to domestic variations but also as agents operating within, and reshaping, a broader geopolitical

landscape.

Rather than treating international dynamics as exogenous shocks or external constraints, this
“nested” model underscores their constitutive role within a broader web of interactions. Global
influences do not lie outside the field of domestic contention but permeate it through multiple
pathways, shaping institutional responses, altering inter-State alignments, States’ domestic
behaviours, and opening or closing space for collective action. This perspective foregrounds a
relational ontology in which structures and actors co-constitute one another across levels, and
in which the international is always already entangled with the national and the social. These
levels, however, do not exert equal influence: their interactions generate uneven effects on
collective action, depending on how resources and constraints are distributed and options are

percevied and articulated across scales.

2.4.2  Unpacking causal pathways of strucutral influences across arenas

Building on the nested model, I turn to anticipate the relational dynamics through which
international, national, and movement-level arenas interact. The goal of this section is to move
beyond simply identifying relevant strucutres and arenas of action, toward a more precise
theorization of how causal influence travels across levels, and how 1 expect the relational
processes between international and domestic strucutres to shape the formation and evolution

of social movements.

Taken together, Figures 2, 3, and 4 illustrate three analytically distinct causal pathways, each
corresponding to a specific configuration through which the international dimension of the

political opportunity structure (IPOS) interacts with national political opportunity structures
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(POS) and movement dynamics.? These pathways are not conceived as sequential stages, nor
as an exhaustive account of how international contexts shape collective action. Rather, they are
associated with alternative, ideal-typical configurations that may be activated under varying

conditions of access to, and mediation by, different arenas.

1. The national State-mediated pathway

International POS

National POS — National POS (variation)

Collective action

Figure 2. The national State-mediated pathway of international influence on social movements

Figure 2 illustrates the primary, national State-mediated pathway by mapping the causal flows

between the international dimension of the political opportunity strucutre (IPOS), its national

2 In this section, I distinguish analytically between configurations and pathways. By configurations, I refer to the
relational arrangement of international, national, and movement-level arenas; specifically, the degree and form of
mediation between them, and the availability of access points across levels. By pathways, I refer to the causal
processes through which international political opportunity structures exert influence on social movements given
a particular configuration. While each pathway corresponds to a characteristic configuration, the two concepts are
not interchangeable: configurations describe structural-relational conditions, whereas pathways capture the
dynamic sequences of influence activated within those conditions.
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dimension (POS), and patterns of mobilization. Here, the national context occupies a central
position, shaping how the international context is interpreted and responded to. The arrows
reflect not only directionality but also recursive feedback: international influences shape
domestic contexts, which in turn condition movement strategies, while movement activity
feeds back into both the national and international arenas. Rather than presenting a rigid or
hierarchical structure, the diagram conveys a dynamic system of interdependencies and

transformations, in line with processual-relational approaches.

At the top of the model, the international dimension of the POS encompasses the outermost
cricles of the nested model, including global power distribution, geopolitical configurations,
and patterns of cooperation or competition in States’ external relations. These international
dynamics influence national contexts not as exogenous, one-off interventions, as in the classic
model of political opportunity, but as ongoing streams of influence. They reshape how national
elites interpret global legitimacy norms, alter the availability of material and symbolic

resources, and provoke anticipatory adjustments in State behavior.

During the early 1980s, the Solidarity movement in Poland operated within a tightly
constrained domestic environment, and its emergence and persistence were deeply shaped by
Cold War geopolitics. Western States, particularly the U.S. and members of NATO, supported
Solidarity diplomatically and financially as part of a broader strategy to undermine Soviet
influence in Eastern Europe. Meanwhile, the Polish government’s repressive tactics were
calibrated in part by its anticipation of Soviet intervention and its desire to manage relations
with both Moscow and the West (Domber, 2014). The interaction between international
strategic rivalries and national regime calculations created shifting political opportunities and
threats for Solidarity, demonstrating how inter-State dynamics directly condition the terrain of

domestic mobilization.

In this configuration, national POS acts as a relational interface—not a passive recipient of
global pressure but an active translator and refractor of international dynamics. Institutional
structures, political culture, élite alignments, and historical legacies all mediate how
international influences are absorbed, resisted, or adapted to. For instance, analyses of Soviet
and Russian arms control policy illustrates how access to decision-making arenas, and the
subsequent impact of transnational networks, varied significantly across leadership periods.

During the Khrushchev and Gorbachev eras, more open political environments allowed
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transnational advocacy networks (TANs) to exert rapid influence once access was granted. In
contrast, under Brezhnev and Andropov, access was virtually closed off, limiting international
influence despite external pressure. Yeltsin’s post-Soviet openness increased access points but
paradoxically reduced TANs’ impact due to fragmentation and institutional volatility
(Evangelista, 1995; 1999). This case underscores how national contexts actively mediate global
pressures and help explain variation in the translation of international structures into movement

opportunities.

On the lower end of the model, social movements mobilization is treated not as a downstream
reaction to stable structures, but as a constitutive and recursive process. Movements are both
constrained and enabled by the national POS, but they also reshape it. Collective action may
expose contradictions in State discourse, generate legitimacy crises, alter elite coalitions, or
provoke institutional reform. The international context not only provided an opportunity for
the Civil Rights Movement, it was also shaped by the movement’s outcomes. A central concern
for U.S. policymakers during the Cold War was how to maintain legitimacy as a global leader
in a racially diverse world while systematically denying rights to Black Americans at home.
This contradiction threatened to undermine America's ideological leadership in the
international arena. To mitigate this risk, the State Department engaged in extensive exchanges
with civil rights activists, ultimately contributing to the development of the International
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. Arguably, the civil
rights struggle not only capitalized on but also helped to shape the evolving international human
rights regime (Lovelace, 2022). Finally, these feedback effects reconfigure the political
opportunity landscape, affecting both future cycles of mobilization and the position of the State
within international arenas. Domestic mobilization may provoke diplomatic responses,
international solidarity campaigns, or changes in bilateral relations, thereby reverberating back

into the international POS.

2. The direct international constraint pathway

A second, analytically distinct causal pathway is visually represented in Figure 3. This pathway
is activated under a configurationin which social movements lack meaningful access to the
national political opportunity structure. This direct pathway often results not in sustained

mobilization but in fragmentation or demobilization.
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International POS

National POS

Fragmentation/no collective

Social movement ——

action

Figure 3. The direct constraint pathway of international influence on social movements

In this configuration, the national arena does not function as a mediating interface between
international dynamics and collective action. Instead, international actors may target social
movements directly, bypassing domestic political institutions altogether. Under these
conditions, the international political opportunity structure is more likely to operate as a
constraint rather than as an enabler of collective action. Foreign governments or international
actors may engage movements through strategies of co-optation, surveillance, infiltration, or
deliberate fragmentation. When movements are unable to contest, redirect, or politicize these
interventions via national institutions—the primary arena they are typically able to target—

international influence tends to undermine organizational cohesion and collective capacity.

An example of this second pathway is provided by Cold War—era interventions in Western
European leftist and labor movements. Historians have suggested that U.S. intelligence
agencies directly funded moderate unions and splinter factions while isolating more radical

organizations in both Italy (Del Pero, 2001; Carew, 2018) and France (Rice-Maximin, 1984;
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Carew, 2018), thereby fragmenting mobilization efforts in contexts where movements could
not effectively leverage national political institutions against foreign interference. A more
recent example can be observed in the Hong Kong pro-democracy movement after 2020. Direct
intervention by the People’s Republic of China government in Hong Kong, most notably
through the enactment of the National Security Law interacted with the absence of an
autonomous national political arena against which to mobilize, given the Hong Kong SAR
government’s alignment with Beijing during 2019-2020. This configuration facilitated the
rapid dismantling of organizational infrastructure, heightened deterrence of collective action,
and widespread demobilization (Y. Hu, 2022), despite significant international attention and

support to the cause of the movement (Lui, 2022; Shum, 2023).

3. The direct international differentiation/innovation pathway

International POS

National POS

Strategic
differentiation/innovation

Social movement —

Figure 4. The direct differentiation/innovation pathway of international influence on social

movements
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Figure 4 depicts a configuration in which international political opportunity structures
influence social movements directly, without being fully mediated by the national POS, yet
without necessarily producing fragmentation or demobilization. In this configuration,
international dynamics act on movements through exposure to transnational processes directly,
shaping movement strategies independently of immediate access to domestic political
institutions. Rather than functioning primarily as sources of constraint or threat, these
international influences expand the strategic and interpretive horizons available to movement

actors.

In this case, social movements respond directly to their own interpretations of international
events and normative developments, rather than first engaging in dialogue with the national
political opportunity structure. Movement actors themselves introduce strategic differentiation
and innovation by selectively appropriating international frames and repertoires. These
differentiated strategies may then push national governments to recognize the problems
movements have diagnosed and to take action in response. Through this process, social
movements do not merely react to international dynamics but actively reshape national political
agendas, which in turn can feed back into the international arena. In this configuration,
international influence is reworked through movement agency, generating bottom-up pathways
through which domestic and international political opportunity structures become mutually

transformed.

A contemporary illustration of this pathway can be found in the emergence of Ukrainian
grassroots initiatives countering Russia-sponsored disinformation following the Euro Maidan
protests of 2014. In the aftermath of the annexation of Crimea and the outbreak of war in
Donbas, Ukrainian civil society actors were confronted directly with Russia-sponsored
disinformation flows and the geopolitical framing of the conflict as an “information warfare”
(Golovchenko et al., 2018), which refers to “the strategic use of information and disinformation
to achieve political and military goals” (Thornton, 2015: 42). These dynamics constituted an
international political opportunity structure that acted on movements directly, rather than

primarily through domestic institutional channels.

In a context of limited state capacity and deep concerns about censorship and democratic
backsliding, early responses did not originate within the national political opportunity structure.

Instead, journalists, academics, IT specialists, and volunteers developed autonomous initiatives,
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including fact-checking platforms such as StopFake and VoxCheck, open-source international
collectives such as Forbidden Facts, and outlets such as Euromaidan Press. These actors
selectively appropriated international norms of journalistic verification and transparency, as
well as transnational repertoires circulating among Western media, OSINT communities, and
digital rights networks. Through this process, they introduced significant strategic
differentiation and innovation, crafting new practices of public accountability that operated

independently of immediate governmental endorsement (Yurkova, 2018).

Rather than mobilizing first through access to receptive state institutions, these initiatives
addressed international audiences, foreign media, and global platforms directly, seeking to
contest dominant narratives and to establish epistemic credibility in transnational fields of
information politics. Only subsequently did these movement-led innovations begin to reshape
the national political agenda, as Ukrainian authorities drew on civil-society expertise,
incorporated movement-generated practices into official communication strategies, and
adjusted regulatory approaches to information security (Orenstein, 2019). In this sequence,
national political opportunities were not the initial driver of mobilization but were themselves
partially transformed by bottom-up strategic innovation. Ukrainian grassroots initiatives did
not simply react to international dynamics but actively reworked them, contributing to the
international recognition of disinformation as a security and democratic challenge and
positioning Ukraine as a reference case in global debates on information warfare and societal

resilience.

Distinguishing these three configurations of relations between arenas, and the pathways they
enable, helps understand the conditional nature of international influence on social movements.
International political opportunity structures are not inherently enabling or constraining; their
effects depend on whether and how they are mediated by national political opportunity
structures, and on the form international intervention takes. When national access exists,
international dynamics may be translated into expanded opportunities for contention (the State-
mediated pathway). When national access is absent and international intervention operates
directly as a threat, international influence may suppress collective action altogether (The direct

international constraint pathway). When mediation is weak or uneven, international influence
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may produce strategic differentiation within movements (the direct international

differentiation/innovation pathway).

One concern raised by this approach is that the cases associated with different pathways appear
to involve different kinds of structural change. In the differentiation and innovation pathway,
as illustrated by the case of Ukrainian civic groups countering disinformation, the international
political opportunity structure itself shifts, for instance, with the growing importance of digital
disinformation, and movements interpret and respond to these changing conditions. In contrast,
in the direct constraint pathway, such as Cold War—era interventions in Western European labor
movements or the repression of the Hong Kong pro-democracy movement after 2020, the
international structures mobilize directly to intervene in and constrain specific movement
actors. These differences, however, do not point to a theoretical inconsistency. Rather, they
highlight a core assumption of the relational approach developed here: international structures
are not fixed and monolithic but dynamic configurations shaped by the actions of powerful

actors.

Across all three configurations, variation at the structural level follows the same basic logic.
States and geopolitical coalitions with greater material and symbolic resources seek to shape
the balance of state—society relations and the trajectories of social movements within contexts
of strategic importance (such as Ukraine for Russia, Hong Kong for China, and Western Europe
for the United States) in ways that advance their interests. What varies is the form this influence
takes. In some contexts, it involves direct intervention aimed at constraining the formation or
development of social movements, as in Cold War—era interventions in Western European
labor movements or China’s intervention in Hong Kong to curb pro-democracy movements. In
others, it operates through broader shifts in transnational normative or informational
environments that movements can appropriate and rework, as in the case of Ukrainian fact-

checking initiatives.

From this perspective, structural change and movement strategy are not separate processes but
interconnected elements of the same causal dynamics, through which great powers seek to tilt
domestic balances of political power in their favor within contexts they consider strategically
important. By drawing attention to variation not only in movement outcomes but also in how
international power is exercised, the framework emphasizes that international structures are

themselves arenas of contestation. Their effects on social movements depend on how
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international interventions are mediated by national political institutions and on how

movements position themselves within these evolving configurations.

Taken together, these configurations emphasize that causality is contingent, non-linear, and
relational. It flows not simply between levels but through relationships among actors,
institutions, discourses, and configurations of power that are continuously being redefined. By
specifying multiple mediated and unmediated pathways of international influence, the
approach accounts for variation in movement trajectories, including innovation, differentiation,
fragmentation, and failure, and offers a relational framework for understanding how global and

domestic dynamics jointly shape the possibilities of collective action.

2.5 Conclusion

This chapter has advanced a multi-layered relational model of political opportunities—one that
incorporates international dynamics while moving beyond deterministic accounts of structure
and agency. To do, so it has revisited political opportunity theory by tracing its evolution from
early structuralist formulations to more processual and relational approaches, arguing that
despite significant refinements, the core insight remains relevant: collective action is shaped

by the environment in which it takes place.

While relational approaches such as strategic action fields and arenas emphasize interpretation,
strategy, and fluid interaction, they often downplay the structuring influence of macro-level
contexts. This chapter argues that integrating political opportunity theory with relational
approaches, rather than replacing one with the other, restores attention to the structural
dimensions while retaining the interpretive strengths of relational models. In this light, Jasper’s
concept of “arena” is particularly useful. It captures the layered and dynamic nature of
interaction. At the same time, political opportunity theory provides the contextual anchors that
shape and inform those interactions (whether external or internal to a given arena, and whether
enabling or constraining collective action). This anchoring role is especially important when
considering broader historical and geopolitical structures that influence how arenas function.
Therefore, this work adopts an approach in which political opporunities and arenas are mutually
reinforcing. Political opportunities help ground arenas in broader historical and geopolitical

processes, while arenas offer a more flexible, less deterministic lens for analyzing movement

58



strategy. This synthesis enables a more dynamic and relational understanding of how

movements navigate, interpret, and reshape the environments they confront.

Building on scholarship from contentious politics, sociology, and international relations, the
chapter has then proposed a framework to locate movements within nested arenas—ranging
from global power structures to national institutions and internal movement dynamics. These
arenas are not isolated; they interact dynamically, and movements act both within and upon
them. By conceptualizing environments as historically situated and geopolitically conditioned,
the theoretical framework proposed in this chapter challenges the State-centric bias of classical
political opportunity theory. Much of the existing scholarship in social movement studies
continues to privilege national political structures as the primary, if not exclusive, site of
opportunity and constraint. However, movements increasingly operate across a range of arenas
that include not only the domestic but also the international and transnational. Global power
relations, geopolitical shifts, and international normative orders exert significant influence on
domestic political dynamics, shaping both the strategic options available to movements and the
responses they provoke. Integrating the international dimension into political opportunity
theory allows us to account for these layered and interacting forces, and to better understand
how historical conjunctures condition the space for collective action. The inclusion of
international structures allows for a more comprehensive understanding of how opportunities

and constraints evolve and intersect across levels and beyond the nation-State.

Ultimately, to understand contemporary collective action, this work proposes to adopt a
framework that sees political opportunities as simultaneously contextual and relational,
historically grounded and internationally mediated. Movements do not simply react to static
structures. They engage with and transform them across multiple, intersecting arenas, ranging
from their own internal spaces, to the State, to the international context. The approach proposed
here explores internaitonal political opportunity structures through distinct pathways, ranging
from state-mediated translation of international dynamics, to direct international constraints
that produce demobilization, to movement-led strategic differentiation in response to global
cues. It provides the conceptual tools to grasp this complexity and sets the stage for the

empirical analysis that follows in the next chapters.
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3 Chapter 3. Taiwan in Context: History, Political Institutions, and Geopolitical

Status

3.1 Introduction

Taiwan, officially known as the Republic of China (ROC), holds a strategic position in East
Asia and has long been a focal point in the geopolitical rivalry between China and the United
States. The main island lies across the Taiwan Strait from China’s Fujian Province, with only
about 130 kilometers separating the two at the narrowest point. In addition, Taiwan administers
several smaller islands, most notably Kinmen and Matsu islands, which sit just 3.5 kilometers
off the Fujian coast. Together, these territories are home to nearly 24 million people. Taiwan’s
society is notably diverse, comprising Austronesian indigenous groups, Hakka communities,
migrants from Southeast Asia, and multiple generations of Han Chinese. Since the
establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, Taiwan has been contested by
Beijing, which claims it as part of its territory, and Washington, which, despite severing formal
diplomatic ties in 1979, continues to regard it as part of its strategic sphere of influence. The
rise of China as a major challenger to U.S. power in recent decades has only heightened the

island’s geopolitical significance.

At the core of this research lies a question about the international dimension of social
movements. This chapter presents Taiwan as an instructive context for this inquiry. Taiwan
stands out as a case where the intersection of geopolitical, domestic and movement relational
dynamics is particularly visible, offering a critical lens through which to understand how these

dimensions co-constitute opportunities and constraints for collective action.

I anticipate that Taiwan’s unique context will shape collective action in several interconnected
ways. Its contested international status creates both constraints and opportunities for activism,
influencing how movements operate. Although Taiwan’s democratic system and vibrant civil
society are relatively open and pluralistic today, they still bear the imprint of an authoritarian
past, the nation’s path to democratization, and the unresolved legacy of the Chinese Civil War.
These forces are evident in persistent patterns of state—society relations, in debates over
national identity, and in deep ideological divides surrounding relations with the PRC. Within
this environment, the social movement sector reflects these tensions, marked by shifting

alliances and occasional friction between progressive and quasi-nationalist currents. The result
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is a distinctive landscape of mobilization—one shaped by historical legacies and geopolitical

factors, and markedly different from democratic experiences in Europe and Latin America.

By situating Taiwan within its broader historical, geopolitical, and identity contexts, this
chapter presents it as a strategically positioned case for examining how political opportunities
arise and interact across multiple levels—dynamics within Taiwan’s own political parties, to
relations with China and the United States, to and the cleavages of progressive politics on the
island. In doing so, the chapter adds case-specific depth to the theoretical framework introduced
in Chapter 2, showing how abstract concepts take shape within the concrete conditions that

drive mobilization in this critical setting.

This chapter is organized as follows: section 3.2 provides a brief overview of Taiwan’s history;
section 3.3 examines the island’s domestic political development, with particular attention to
its current institutional framework; section 3.4 discusses Taiwan’s contested geopolitical status
and international role; and section 3.5 explores competing national identities as well as the
relevance and adaptation of major Western political concepts that are normally relevant to

social movements politics—such as “left” and “right”—in the Taiwanese context.

3.2 A political history of Taiwan?

Taiwanese society remains divided over the island’s relationship with China. Although
Taiwanese citizens hold their own passports, which provide far greater mobility than those
issued by the People’s Republic of China, athletes from Taiwan compete in the Olympic Games
under the anomalous label of “Chinese Taipei”. In Taiwanese politics, even seemingly minor
questions of wording can provoke fierce debate: when speaking publicly, the president of the
Republic of China, Lai Ching-te, must choose between referring to its country as “Republic of

China”, “Republic of China (Taiwan)” or simply “Taiwan”. The latter aligns with his party and

3 When discussing Taiwan’s history, I make conscious effort to approach the subject with balance. While many
works on Taiwanese politics lean either toward support for the Kuomintang or for Taiwan independence, my
perspective is not tied to any political organization. Ultimately, the people of Taiwan should be free to determine
their own future without external pressure or coercion. In terms of terminology, I generally follow the Wade-Giles
system when romanizing names and terms related to Taiwan, and Pinyin for those connected with mainland China.
Exceptions are made for place names with well-established alternative spellings or where individuals use their
own preferred romanization. I accept the premise that Taiwan and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) function
as de facto separate states. Accordingly, I use “Taiwan” or “the Republic of China (ROC)” to refer specifically to
Taiwan, while “China” refers exclusively to the mainland, except in those few instances, clearly indicated in the
text, where I address the concept of China in a broader, more abstract sense.
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supporters but antagonizes Beijing, while the former produces the opposite reaction. Such
ambiguities demand explanation, which can only be understood through the island’s political

history.

Figure 5. PRC and ROC (Taiwan) territories.
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Figure 6. Taiwan main island and outlying islands.

This section traces Taiwan’s political history beyond the moment most commonly treated as
its decisive rupture—the 1949 retreat of the Republic of China and the Kuomintang to the
island after their defeat in the Chinese Civil War. In doing so, it engages with a growing body

of Taiwanese historiography, well reflected, among others, in the work and architecture of the

National Museum of Taiwan History (Guoli Taiwan Lishi Bowuguan B & % Ji 4 448

in Tainan, that emphasizes not only the island’s recent past but also the histories of Taiwan’s
Indigenous peoples and the centuries preceding the ROC era (Su Beng, 1980; Chou and
Harrison, 2024; Wu, 2019). This section will also compare Taiwan’s history with that of the
territories that now form the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Figure 7 provides a summary
of both trajectories, highlighting the major historical turning points and the distinct political

developments that followed.
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Figure 7. Parallel historical trajectories of Taiwan and China

Taiwan’s early encounters with China and Europe (1400—1683)

It is appropriate to begin with Taiwan’s first inhabitants, the indigenous peoples. Though often
discussed as a single group, they encompass significant cultural, linguistic, and ethnic
diversity.* While some scholars suggest limited migration from Northeast Asia, most of
Taiwan’s indigenous peoples are classified as Malayo-Polynesian, sharing strong biological
and linguistic affinities with groups in the Philippines, Malaysia, and Indonesia (Ahern and
Gates, 1981). Partly for this reason, the island was long considered by Chinese governments to
lie beyond the pale of Chinese civilization. To many imperial elites, Taiwan’s inhabitants
appeared as “savages” with little of value to offer, unwilling to pay tribute or adopt Chinese

customs (Andrade, 2008).

The early history of Taiwan has therefore been marked by its marginal position in relation to
imperial China and its contested role in the emerging global order of the seventeenth century.
Although Chinese records mention expeditions sent to explore the islands off the Fujian coast

as early as the fifteenth century, successive imperial courts largely regarded Taiwan as a distant,

4 The nine major tribes are the Ami, Atayal, Bunun, Tsou, Puyuma, Rukai, Saisiyat, Tao (Yami), and Paiwan.
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“barbarian” land. The imperial administration assumed that Chinese who sought to emigrate
were either merchants, disdained by Confucian officials for their individual entreprenurship
and perceived lack of loyalty, or political dissidents, and feared that overseas settlements might
become havens for pirates or rebels. As a result, it actively discouraged migration to the island.
Nevertheless, migration to Taiwan accelerated in the mid-seventeenth century, particularly
after 1644, as economic hardship, high taxation, and political turmoil in late Ming China drove

both intellectuals and impoverished communities to seek refuge on the island (Brown, 2004).

In the void left by China’s disinterest in Taiwan, the Dutch East India Company became the
first to establish a lasting colonial presence, founding a settlement near Tainan in 1624 as part
of its efforts to secure trade with China and Japan. Spain briefly attempted to counterbalance
this move by creating outposts at Keelung and Tamsui in the north, though its foothold proved
short-lived. The Dutch rule would leave a significant imprint on the island: the Dutch
introduced administrative structures and infrastructure that facilitated commerce, attracted
growing numbers of Chinese settlers, and socially organised indigenous life. The colonial
administration, however, imposed heavy taxes that fueled resentment among both Chinese
migrants and indigenous groups. While the Chinese were primarily intent on exploiting
Taiwan’s land for their own use, many indigenous communities maintained a somewhat more
ambivalent relationship with Dutch authorities, who at least offered schooling and agricultural

tools to aid their survival (Goddard, 1996: 26).

The Dutch presence came to an end in 1661, when Zheng Chenggong—known in the West as
Koxinga—the son of a Chinese merchant and a Japanese mother, and a Ming loyalyst, besieged
and expelled the Dutch garrison. Before his death the following year, he established a regime
modeled on Ming institutions, with Tainan as its capital. Zheng’s rule drew waves of migrants
from the mainland, boosting agricultural production and transforming the island into a more
permanent settlement zone. Celebrated in Taiwan as a founding figure and in China as a
defender against foreign intrusion, Zheng embodied both nationalist and localist narratives that
endure to this day (Hang, 2015). His regime, however, was short-lived: the Manchu Qing
dynasty, having consolidated its authority on the mainland after the fall of the Ming, viewed
the Zheng domain as a potential stronghold of rebellion (Wong, 2017). In 1683, Qing forces
launched a large-scale military campaign that subdued the island and brought Taiwan under

imperial administration for the first time.
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3.2.1  Taiwan under Qing Rule (1683—1895)

Since Taiwan had never previously formed part of the Chinese empire and evoked little sense
of patriotic attachment among mainland Chinese, its status after the defeat of Zheng Chenggong
became a subject of debate. Some voices argued that the island should simply be abandoned
and its Chinese population repatriated. Yet the prevailing view held that without firm control,
Taiwan would remain a persistent threat to the mainland’s security—serving either as a base
for foreign powers or as a haven for rebels and other undesirable elements (Davidson, 1988:
561; Copper, 1996: 11). In 1684, the Qing court therefore incorporated Taiwan, though not as
a full province but as a prefecture under Fujian. It soon became evident, however, that effective
administration of the island exceeded not only the Qing state’s capacity but also its political

will.

Historians have long debated how this incorporation should be understood. Some frame Qing
rule as a cautious extension of China’s territorial reach, in which Taiwan remained marginal
and only partially integrated (Teng, 2004). Others highlight the colonial dimensions of Qing
governance, noting the asymmetrical relationship between Beijing and Taiwan, the perception
of the island as a frontier inhabited by “barbarians,” and the frequent deployment of coercive
measures to maintain order. The administrative status of Taiwan—kept subordinate to Fujian
provice rather than the central state for two centuries—embodied this ambiguity: the island was

neither fully inside the empire’s political core nor entirely outside it (Hsu, 2019).

Several factors made Taiwan difficult to govern. Its social and political order was more
cosmopolitan and individualistic than that of the mainland. Communal conflict was endemic,
not only between Han settlers and indigenous peoples but also among migrants from different
regions of China who carried longstanding rivalries with them. For the Qing administration,
Taiwan was not a prestigious post, and the quality of officials sent there was often mediocre.
Unsurprisingly, rebellions were frequent; as a popular saying on the mainland had it, in Taiwan

there was “a revolt every three years, a rebellion every five” (san nian yi fan, wu nian yi luan,

=F—Rx. AF—l) (Kerr, 1965: 4).

This instability reflected a deeper lack of vision in Qing policy toward the island. Seen more
as a source of disorder than as an asset, Taiwan was initially subject to restrictive measures
rather than investment. Officials sought to limit the population, fearing that more settlers would

mean more dissidents, pirates, and troublemakers. Regulations required the return to the
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mainland of migrants who lacked wives or property, producing a volatile, male-dominated
society prone to unrest. Only more than a century later did some officials begin to advocate a
different approach, urging the state to promote rather than restrict colonization. It was not until
1885 that Beijing elevated Taiwan from a dependency of Fujian to a province in its own right,
largely in response to mounting foreign pressure. Yet when the Qing empire ceded Taiwan to

Japan in 1895, the island had been formally recognized as a province for barely a decade.

3.2.2  The Japanese occupation (1895—1945)

Japan’s military victory over China in the First Sino-Japanese War (1894-95) marked its
emergence as the first modern great power in Asia. Under the terms of the Treaty of
Shimonoseki, China permanently ceded Taiwan and the Penghu Islands to Japan. After the
treaty was signed, Beijing sent a brief telegram to Taipei announcing that Taiwan was no longer
Chinese territory and ordering officials to return to the mainland. Unsurprisingly, many
Chinese residents of Taiwan perceived this as an act of betrayal and abandonment by China.
Attempts at organized resistance followed, not in the form of a quest for “independence” from
China, but rather opposition to Japanese rule. These movements, however, were met with

relentless suppression—through violence, arrests, and torture.

To quell local unrest, the Japanese administration introduced significant reforms during the
occupation, with particular focus on three areas. Politically, the colonial government permitted
limited local participation in governance through elections, in which half of the seats in
provincial, district, and municipal assemblies were open to Taiwanese candidates. While these
institutions never shifted real power away from Japanese authorities, they fragmented the
nascent Taiwanese autonomy movement by encouraging politicians to pursue localized issues

and cultivate personal power bases, rather than forging broader coalitions.

Economic development became another sphere of convergence between the interests of
Taiwanese society, individual Japanese settlers, and the colonial state. The Japanese
administration promoted the expansion and modernization of Taiwan’s infrastructure by
building roads, railways, hospitals, and ports. These projects integrated the island more deeply
into Japan’s imperial economy and laid the foundations for long-term socio-economic

transformation.
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A third policy domain was assimilation. By the 1920s and 1930s, after decades of debate over
whether Taiwan should be treated primarily as a colony or integrated into the metropole,
Japanese officials concluded that Taiwanese society had become increasingly estranged from
China and could therefore be “Japanized”. This policy, known as Kominka (literally,
“transforming into imperial subjects”), promoted intermarriage between Taiwanese and
Japanese, banned the public use of the Chinese language, and restructured the education system
to privilege Japanese over Chinese studies. Distinctly Chinese cultural practices, such as
wearing the long queue hairstyle, footbinding, and other traditions, were actively discouraged

(Chou, 1991: 57).

As aresult of these combined policies, many Taiwanese began to collaborate with the Japanese
administration, motivated both by the pursuit of economic security and by the desire for
physical protection. Early forms of resistance gradually declined. Overall, the colonial
government’s primary objective was to transform Taiwan into an efficient and productive
territory serving Japanese imperial interests. Yet opportunistic colonial intentions did not
necessarily preclude mutually beneficial outcomes in certain domains—particularly those
connected to modernization and economic growth. Taiwan’s population tripled during the
Japanese era, despite restrictions on immigration from China, a demographic shift that reflected

improved living conditions.

This ambivalent legacy complicates historical assessment. Some Taiwanese have since argued
that the island did not necessarily fare worse under Japanese colonial rule than it would have
as a peripheral province of China at the time. Indeed, memories of Japanese rule have not
precluded contemporary Taiwanese from expressing a certain affection for Japan often casting
it as a model of modernization and democracy, a phenomenon described as “colonial nostalgia”
(Liou, 2019; Lin, 2022) rooted in Taiwan’s unfinished and still-unsettled experience of
colonialism that continues to resonate in the present. A growing strand of Taiwanese
historiography reinterprets Taiwanese identity as the product of a continuous sequence of
colonial experiences, from Japanese rule through to the Republic of China, positioning the
ROC itself as the most recent experience in this spectrum (Chen, 2020; Dawley, 2019; Denton,
2021, Ho, 2022).
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3.2.3  The transfer of Taiwan to the Republic of China

When the Qing dynasty collapsed following the Xinhai revolution in 1911 and the Republic of
China (ROC) was founded, Taiwan, having been ceded in 1895, remained under Japanese rule.
Sun Yat-sen, the revered nationalist leader later honored on both sides of the Strait as the father
of modern China, revived the Kuomintang (KMT) with the promise of national unification and
renewal after China’s “century of humiliation.” Following Sun’s death in 1925, Chiang Kai-
shek assumed leadership. The devastation of the Sino-Japanese War and the Pacific War
intensified anti-Japanese sentiment and reinforced the conviction that China must reclaim lost
territories and build resilience against foreign intrusion. Within this context, the Chiang
government pressed its claim that Taiwan, taken by imperial Japan during a period of Chinese
weakness, rightfully belonged to the ROC. The Allied powers endorsed this claim, and the
Cairo Declaration of 1943 formally pledged the return of Taiwan and the Penghu Islands to

Chinese sovereignty.

In 1945, after Japan’s defeat, Taiwan was placed under ROC administration. Many Taiwanese
initially welcomed what they regarded as reunification with China and expected to be
incorporated as a full province.® Yet the mainland government’s determination to reclaim
Taiwan did not translate into recognition of the islanders as equal compatriots. Fifty years of
Japanese colonial influence had left mainland officials suspicious of Taiwanese patriotism,
while China’s wartime suffering at Japanese hands fostered hostility toward anything
associated with Japan. Disillusionment deepened when Chiang installed a military
administration, treating Taiwan less as a restored province than as a conquered territory.
Governor General Chen Yi, dispatched from Nanjing, soon became infamous for corruption,
nepotism, and arrogance. For instance, historical accounts report that he only spoke Mandarin
despite knowing Japanese, while most Taiwanese lacked proficiency in Mandarin. The new
regime exploited Taiwan primarily as a reservoir of resources for the mainland, where the
Nationalists were still battling Mao Zedong’s Communists. Mainlanders tended to settle into
the neighborhoods where Japanese had formerly lived, reinforcing the image of Mainlanders

as the new colonialists. A popular saying captured the discontent of the time: “Dogs go and

> Some Taiwanese commentators dispute this, arguing that proindependence sentiment was widespread even at
this early stage. See, for example, Peng Ming-min, 4 Taste ofF reedom: Memoirs of a Formosan Independence
Leader (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1972).
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pigs come” (gou qu zhu lai ¥)F5%% &) — suggesting that while Japanese “dogs” were harsh,

they at least enforced order, whereas Chinese “pigs” were exploitative and rapacious (Hsu

Fleming, 2009).

Tensions erupted dramatically in February 1947. On February 27, the assault of a widow, Lin
Chiang-mai, by agents of the state monopoly sparked protests in Taipei. The following day,
now remembered as the 228 Incident, demonstrators marched to the Monopoly Bureau, where
guards opened fire on the crowd. Violence quickly spread across the island. Under pressure,
Chen Yi opened negotiations with a Taiwanese committee demanding greater autonomy,
including provincial recognition and Taiwanese appointments to administrative posts. Yet the
broader context of China’s civil war between the KMT and the CCP shaped the regime’s
response. Fearing rebellion, Chen summoned troops from the mainland, who brutally
suppressed the uprising. Estimates of the death toll range from several thousand to as many as
twenty thousand. The KMT framed the bloodshed as the product of residual Japanese influence
and communist agitation, justifying a climate of repression in which calls for Taiwanese self-

government or criticism of the regime were equated with treason.

By 1949, with the Communist victory on the mainland imminent, the ROC evacuated to Taiwan
and redefined the island as its stronghold. This shift transformed Taiwan from an exploited
periphery into the strategic base of a government-in-exile. The KMT transferred vast assets,
including the national treasury and the priceless collections of the Palace Museum, portraying
the move as safeguarding Chinese civilization from “bandit” communists. For the CCP,
however, it was simple looting. The KMT’s mission remained explicitly transnational: Taiwan
was to serve as the bastion of Chinese culture and the launching point for reconquering the
mainland. As state and party overlapped almost completely, this vision bound Taiwan’s fate to

the ideological imperatives of the Nationalists (Hood, 1997: 29).

This mission had contradictory consequences. On the one hand, the ROC demanded absolute
loyalty from Taiwanese society, subordinating reconciliation and local self-government to the
overriding imperative of security. On May 20, 1949, martial law was declared, justified by the
threat of communist invasion. It remained in force for thirty-eight years—the longest
continuous period of martial law in modern history. Under its provisions, opposition parties
were banned, meaningful elections were curtailed, and public security forces pursued a

relentless campaign of surveillance and arrest. The most repressive phase, known as the White
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Terror, targeted advocates of Taiwanese nationalism, independence, or even suspected leftist
sympathies. Intellectuals such as National Taiwan University professor Peng Ming-min were
imprisoned for challenging the official narrative of eventual “recovery of the mainland” (Peng,

1972).

On the other hand, the KMT recognized that governing Taiwan effectively was essential for its
legitimacy and for demonstrating the viability of Sun Yat-sen’s Three Principles of the People.
In practice, this meant implementing both authoritarian tutelage and developmental reforms.
The party framed democracy as a long-term goal achievable only after a period of guidance,
during which the KMT would educate society and prepare it for eventual self-rule. Serious
political opposition was thus excluded, but limited representation was tolerated at the local
level. At the same time, the regime embarked on sweeping economic reforms. Land
redistribution, the expansion of education, state-led industrial policy, and foreign investment
incentives fueled Taiwan’s “economic miracle.” Export-processing zones opened in Kaohsiung
as early as 1966, anticipating China’s Special Economic Zones by more than a decade. By the
1980s, Taiwan had achieved one of the most equitable distributions of wealth in the world,

creating a form of “economic democracy” even under authoritarian rule (Kuo et al., 1991).

This paradox defined Taiwan’s early postwar trajectory. The authoritarian repression of
political pluralism coexisted with state-driven modernization and social mobility. In the long
run, however, the KMT’s own commitment to developmentalism and its rhetoric of eventual
democratization created opportunities for an opposition movement that would, by the late
twentieth century, challenge its legitimacy and lay the foundations for Taiwan’s democratic

transition.

3.2.4  Taiwan’s path to democratization

By the 1970s, the Kuomintang (KMT) faced a mounting legitimacy crisis. The dream of
reclaiming the mainland—for long the cornerstone of its extraordinary presidential powers and
authoritarian control—had become increasingly implausible. At the same time, Taiwan’s
economic “miracle,” driven by state-led development and global integration, produced a
prosperous, educated, and cosmopolitan middle class whose expectations for political
participation grew steadily. Civil society activism expanded, and Taiwan’s growing

international isolation—exacerbated by the Republic of China’s (ROC) expulsion from the
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United Nations in 1971 and U.S. recognition of the People’s Republic of China in 1979—
heightened pressures for reform. Washington, while maintaining informal ties, expected its

Cold War partner to embody the democratic values it claimed to represent as “Free China.”

Domestically, these pressures crystallized in the Tangwai (% %, “outside the party”)

movement, the first organized opposition to KMT dominance. Tangwai activists called for
democratization, the abolition of martial law, and greater self-determination for Taiwan. Their
agenda was deliberately diverse: some pressed for independence, others sought to preserve
strategic ambiguity, and still others emphasized international recognition over domestic
reforms. Their slogan—*“Taiwan is neither free nor China”—captured both the critique of
authoritarianism and the growing separation of Taiwan’s political future from the KMT’s

China-centered narrative (Meilidao, 1979).

The momentum for reform accelerated after the death of Chiang Kai-shek in 1975. His son and
successor, Chiang Ching-kuo, seemed an unlikely reformer, having overseen the regime’s
internal security network. Yet to defuse fears of dynastic succession and to broaden the
regime’s legitimacy, Chiang cultivated a more inclusive political style. He promoted younger
leaders and gave native Taiwanese greater access to political positions long dominated by
mainlanders. He also reduced sentences for nonviolent dissidents, relaxed press censorship,
and allowed the establishment of civil society organizations such as the Taiwan Association of
Human Rights in 1984. The decisive moment came in 1986, when Tangwai activists openly
defied the ban on new parties by founding the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). Though
technically illegal, the regime tolerated its creation—a significant signal of political change.
One year later, in July 1987, Chiang lifted martial law after thirty-eight years, ending the

longest period of emergency rule in modern history.

Chiang’s death in 1988 elevated Lee Teng-hui, the first Taiwan-born president, to the
leadership of the ROC. Under Lee, the liberalization process gained momentum. What began
as limited reforms designed to preserve public support spiraled into deeper transformations:
each concession opened new avenues for criticism, which in turn generated further demands
for change. Central to these debates was the question of direct presidential elections. For the
DPP and much of the population, direct elections were essential to democratic consolidation
(Chou, 2004). For conservative KMT elites, particularly among the mainlander old guard, they
threatened to sever Taiwan institutionally from China, since an election based solely on the

island’s voters would erode any claim to represent the mainland (Rigger, 1999)
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Despite resistance, Lee Teng-hui championed reform. In 1992, constitutional amendments
restructured the Legislative Yuan and authorized the direct election of the president and vice
president. Four years later, Taiwan held its first direct presidential election amid intense cross-
Strait tensions, as the PRC sought to intimidate voters with missile tests during the 1996 Taiwan
Strait Crisis. The election proceeded regardless, and Lee won decisively, becoming Taiwan’s

first democratically elected—and first locally born—president.

The long-term effects of democratization went beyond institutional change. The transition also
reshaped national identity. Political liberalization gave voice to previously suppressed social
forces and accelerated a process of cultural redefinition. Democratization deepened the
distinction between Taiwan and mainland China, fostering a sense of belonging that was
increasingly decoupled from the KMT’s China-centered vision (Chou and Harrison, 2024; Ho,
2022 ). In this way, Taiwan’s democratic transformation was inseparable from the emergence

of a new Taiwanese identity.

3.3 Democratic Taiwan’s institutional landscape

3.3.1  Constitutional framework

On 1 January 1947, the Constitution of the Republic of China (ROC) was promulgated in
Nanjing, then the capital of China. Although largely forgotten in the place of its origin and
amended repeatedly over the last two decades, it continues to serve as Taiwan’s constitution
today. Since the emergence of multiparty politics in the 1990s, one of the most persistent
debates has centered on the island’s constitutional future: should Taiwan substantially preserve
the 1947 Constitution, revise it to adapt to contemporary political realities, or replace it
altogether with a wholly new constitution designed specifically for Taiwan? These debates
have now endured for more than two decades because they are inseparable from competing
nationalisms on the island. Indeed, the constitutional framework of the Republic of China is
what still symbolically links Taiwan to mainland China, preserving the notional possibility of

reunification under a single political entity.

With the lifting of martial law and the beginning of democratization, constitutional debates
intensified. Some argued that Taiwan should “return” to the 1947 framework once the
Temporary Provisions and emergency restrictions were removed. Others insisted that the

document required significant revision to fit the ROC’s post-1949 circumstances, when its
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jurisdiction was effectively limited to Taiwan and a few offshore islands. A third position
rejected the viability of the 1947 Constitution altogether, stressing that a charter designed for
all of China was fundamentally unsuited to Taiwan’s contemporary needs, and that a new
constitution was essential. Political parties mapped onto these debates: the Kuomintang (KMT)
championed incremental revision and, in particular, advocated a semi-presidential system
within the framework of the 1947 Constitution, while the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP),
initially an outspoken proponent of drafting an entirely new constitution for Taiwan, later
moderated its stance in order to appeal to a larger constituency. To date, the issue remains
unresolved, though Taiwan has opted to proceed through staged amendments rather than

wholesale replacement.

In its original design, the 1947 Constitution drew heavily on the Weimar Constitution of
interwar Germany. While presented as formally apolitical, it nonetheless bore the imprint of
the KMT: the teachings of party founder Sun Yat-sen were enshrined as the guiding principles
of the state, and the national flag incorporated the KMT party emblem. This fusion of party and
state underscored the authoritarian nature of the early ROC regime, even as the constitutional

text gestured toward democratic ideals.

The contemporary constitutional system in Taiwan has evolved into a distinctive form of semi-
presidentialism. Following Duverger’s definition, the president is directly elected by universal
suffrage and wields considerable powers, including setting the broad direction of state policy
and defining national priorities. The premier (or head of government), by contrast, exercises
executive authority but can remain in office only so long as parliament refrains from passing a

vote of no confidence.

Yet Taiwan’s system diverges in crucial ways from the presidential parliamentarism
exemplified by France and from the pure presidentialism represented by the United States.
Unlike the French president, the Taiwanese president does not need parliamentary approval to
appoint the premier, but equally cannot dissolve parliament—a power central to the French
system. Nor may the Taiwanese president preside over cabinet meetings, further limiting
executive dominance. Compared with the United States, Taiwan’s system offers less
presidential concentration of power: the premier serves as a buffer between the presidency and
the legislature, and the president lacks the unilateral authority of the American executive.
Taiwan’s hybrid system thus lies somewhere between the two models: less presidentialized

than the U.S. system, but also less parliamentarized than the French semi-presidential tradition.
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3.3.2  Party system

The historic vote in 1996 represented a key milestone in the island’s transition from
authoritarian rule to liberal democracy. Yet even in this groundbreaking election, early
indications of Taiwan’s eventual two-bloc political structure were already visible. Candidates
such as Lin Yang-kang and Chen Lu-an, though running independently or with support from
new parties, remained ideologically aligned with the KMT. The 2000 election, resulting in the
first peaceful transition of power from the KMT to the DPP, followed a similar pattern, with
James Soong breaking from the KMT only to later form the People First Party (PFP) and ally
with it.

A useful concept to understand Taiwan’s political evolution is that of party system, defined as
“patterns of competition and cooperation between different parties in a system” (Ware, 1996:
7). The trend toward a bipolar party system was solidified in the 2008 and 2012 presidential
elections, both won by KMT candidate Ma Ying-jeou. Although some races included third-
party contenders—such as James Soong’s return under the PFP banner—the competition
largely centered on candidates aligned with either the KMT or the DPP. This reflected a broader
pattern: while multiple parties continued to exist, most were either offshoots of the KMT or
aligned with the DPP, reinforcing a dichotomous political logic (Sheng, 2013). Over time,
Taiwan’s multiparty system effectively consolidated into two stable coalitions: the pan-Blue
camp (KMT, PFP, New Party) and the pan-Green camp (DPP, Taiwan Solidarity Union, Social
Democratic Party, and the Green Party Taiwan), which have since defined the structure of

electoral competition and governance on the island.

One key reason for this development is the rise in the salience of national identity, which
emerged alongside the deepening of Taiwan’s democratic culture and civil liberties (Achen and
Yang, 2017). As democratic institutions took root, many Taiwanese began to distance
themselves from a Chinese identity and instead embraced a distinct Taiwanese identity, shaped
by the island’s unique political trajectory, cultural evolution, and historical experiences. This

broader trend is illustrated in Figure 8.
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Figure 8.

The rise of a Taiwanese identity occurred alongside growing support for Taiwan independence,
with the two trends reinforcing one another and significantly reshaping the island’s political
landscape. An increasing number of residents came to regard Taiwan as a separate and
sovereign political entity, distinct from China (Wang and Liu, 2004). This shift in perception
created new political opportunities for the pro-independence DPP, which had previously
struggled to challenge the KMT's dominance. Although the causal relationships between
identity and political affiliation are complex, the correlation was clear: as more people began
to abandon a Chinese identity in favor of a Taiwanese one, support for the DPP and the broader
independence movement gained momentum (Liu and Ho, 1999). This growing alignment,
combined with a more moderate DPP campaign platform and internal divisions within the

KMT, helped pave the way for the DPP electoral success (Rigger, 2001).

Even though none of Taiwan’s political parties openly advocate for immediate unification with
China, the electorate broadly interprets the two dominant alliances as occupying opposite ends
of the unification—independence spectrum. Parties of the pan-Blue camp are commonly viewed

as favoring policies that edge Taiwan toward eventual unification with China, prioritising
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fruitful Cross-Strait relations over integration with the U.S.-led international order. Conversely,
the pan-Green camp is associated with efforts to advance the island’s long-term independence
and the prioritzation of integration in the international system over constructive Cross-Strait
relations. Citizens with a strong Taiwanese identity are more likely to support de jure
independence and vote for pan-Green candidates, whereas those who retain a sense of Chinese

cultural heritage are more inclined to back pan-Blue candidates (Yu, 2017).

Lipset and Rokkan’s (1967) “freezing hypothesis” suggests that party systems tend to stabilize
around enduring societal cleavages. In Taiwan, national identity has become the most
politically salient cleavage, shaping partisan alignments in a way that has entrenched the
dominance of the DPP-led pan-Green and KMT-led pan-Blue alliances. As illustrated in Figure
9, this dynamic has progressively transformed Taiwan’s political system into a largely

bipartisan structure over time.
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In recent years, growing interest has once again surrounded the potential emergence of a “third
camp” in Taiwanese politics, sparked in part by the modest electoral gains of smaller parties.

The New Power Party (NPP), founded in the wake of the 2014 Sunflower Movement, secured

77



five legislative seats in the general elections in 2016, emerging as the most credible third
political force. NPP made important local breakthroughs in 2018 and retained its presence in
the Legislative Yuan in 2020, indicating a public appetite for alternatives to the long-dominant
political coalitions. Likewise, the Taiwan People’s Party (TPP), founded by former Taipei
Mayor Ko Wen-je, won an unprecedented eight seats in 2024, positioning itself as a potential
kingmaker amid legislative gridlock caused by cohabitation between a DPP presidency and a

KMT-controlled legislature.

However, despite early momentum, both parties have struggled to maintain autonomy as fully
independent political forces. The NPP, after initially positioning itself as a fresh alternative,
gradually moved into the orbit of the Democratic Progressive Party before experiencing severe
internal fragmentation, which led to the defection of much of its best known politicians to other
parties (Nachman, 2023). Similarly, the Taiwan People’s Party, built largely around the
personal appeal of Ko Wen-je, aligned closely with the KMT on key policy issues after entering
the legislature. The party’s credibility suffered a significant setback in 2024 when Ko was
imprisoned on corruption charges, with prosecutors seeking a sentence of 28.5 years. In light
of these developments, it appears increasingly likely that the most recent third-camp
experiments will, like previous ones, fall short of disrupting the entrenched dominance of the

Pan-Blue and Pan-Green alliances.

3.4 Taiwan’s geopolitical status

3.4.1  The nature of Cross-Strait relations

The relationship between the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Taiwan represents one of
the most protracted and geopolitically sensitive disputes in contemporary international politics.
At the heart of the PRC’s stance lies its assertion that Taiwan is an inseparable part of Chinese

sovereign territory. This claim is rooted in historical, ethnic, and legal narratives.

Beijing argues that Taiwan rightfully belongs to China based on several factors. First, the
majority of Taiwan’s population is ethnically Han Chinese. Second, Chinese imperial dynasties
governed Taiwan for several centuries in the past. Beijing also points to historical events. In
1895, Taiwan was ceded by the Qing empire to Japan under the Treaty of Shimonoseki that
concluded the first Sino-Japanese war. At the end of World War II, the 1943 Cairo Declaration
stated that Taiwan would be returned to the Republic of China (ROC), founded in 1912, which
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was fighting alongside the Allies. According to Beijing, this restitution confirms Taiwan’s
rightful place within the Chinese state. Following the defeat of the Republic of China (ROC)
in the Chinese Civil War in 1949, the PRC declared itself the sole legitimate government of
China, viewing itself as the successor to the ROC. Under international legal principles of state
succession, the PRC argues that it inherits all former ROC territories, including Taiwan.
Consequently, the institutions of Taiwan’s government are portrayed by Beijing as illegitimate,

a rebellious regime acting contrary to the rightful authority of the PRC.

Beijing’s stance is formally expressed through its “One Country, Two Systems” (yi guo liang
zhi — B ¥ %)) framework. This proposal suggests that Taiwan could maintain a high degree of
autonomy, particularly in its economic and political systems, while recognizing the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) as the sovereign authority. Though now most closely associated with
post-handover Hong Kong, Deng Xiaoping first proposed it in the early 1980s as a framework
to address the Taiwan question. It envisions a structure where internal affairs could be managed
locally, but ultimate control, especially over foreign policy and national security, would rest

with the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).

Despite Beijing’s efforts, this framework has never gained traction among the Taiwanese
public, or leadership. The closest the two sides have come to a shared understanding is the

“One China principle” (yige Zhongguo yuanze —18 % B & ), reflected in what is known as

the “1992 Consensus” (jiu er gongshi /U —3k3&). This informal agreement was signed by
representatives of the Kuomintang (KMT), Taiwan’s then-ruling party, and has since remained
part of the KMT’s political doctrine. It was intended to provide a basis for semi-official

communication and exchanges across the Taiwan Strait.

Under the Consensus, both sides accept the notion of “One China”, but with differing
interpretations. This allows both the Republic of China (ROC, based in Taiwan) and the
People’s Republic of China (PRC, based in Beijing) to claim sovereignty over the same
territory—composed of mainland China, Taiwan, and surrounding islands—regardless of
current jurisdiction. The aim was to preserve a delicate status quo: enabling practical interaction
without formally recognizing the existence of two separate Chinese states, or a China and a

Taiwan (Andornino & Grano, 2021).

A major challenge for Beijing’s proposals is their lack of appeal among the people of Taiwan.

The “One Country, Two Systems” framework has been overwhelmingly rejected by the
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Taiwanese public, and even the 1992 Consensus—once seen as a pragmatic middle ground—
is now viewed with growing skepticism (Wang, 2013; Taipei Times, 2022). This broad
rejection of any arrangement that would bind Taiwan and China within a single State entity has
pushed Taiwan’s major political parties to seek alternative strategies that better reflect the
population’s increasingly strong sense of a distinct Taiwanese identity. At the same time, any
move toward formal independence remains fraught with danger. A declaration of independence
could trigger a military response from the People’s Republic of China (PRC). As a result,
Taiwanese leaders have generally avoided direct declarations of independence and instead

pursued more subtle expressions of sovereignty.

This situation raises a fundamental issue: whether the Republic of China on Taiwan qualifies
as a State, even in the absence of a formal declaration of independence. Traditionally, a formal
declaration is considered strong evidence of a political entity’s assertion of sovereign statehood
(Crawford, 1979; Puder, 2003). The ROC government, however, has been maintaining that no
such declaration is needed (Hsiao and Hsiao, 2021) with renewed emphsis since the beginning
of DPP’s Tsai Ing-wen presidency in 2016. From its perspective, the ROC has been a de jure
state since its founding in 1912. The relocation of its government to Taiwan in 1949, following
its defeat in the Chinese Civil War, and its loss of territory and population, did not, it argues,

affect its legal status under international law (Allen, 2000; Nachman and Sullivan, 2024).

This position has been widely contested. In international legal and political circles, it is broadly
accepted that the PRC became the legitimate successor to the ROC in 1949. Since then, most
of the international community has recognized the PRC as the de jure government of all China,
including Taiwan—though many of these acts of recognition have occurred under growing
pressure from Beijing, which has increasingly demanded that countries sever diplomatic and

commercial ties with any state that does not adhere to its “One China policy” (yvige Zhongguo

zhengce — 1B ¥ B BUR). As a result, the ROC government on Taiwan has largely lost formal

legal standing in international law, even though it continues to maintain extensive quasi-

diplomatic relations with the vast majority of countries around the world.

At the heart of the Cross-Strait relations, therefore, lies a fundamental disagreement over the
nature of the relationship between the ROC and the PRC. Successive Taiwanese governments
have maintained that Cross-Strait relations are international in character, involving interactions

between two sovereign states. By contrast, the PRC views Taiwan as a purely domestic issue—

80



an internal relationship between a central government and one of its provinces—and insists that

the international community treat it accordingly.

This fundamental disagreement over the nature of Cross-Strait relations is reinforced not only
through rhetoric and legal claims but also through a broad strategy of coercion. According to
the 1993 White Paper The Taiwan question and the refunification of China, Beijing declared
that “peaceful reunification” was its aim but that it was “entitled to use any means necessary,
including the use of military force, to protect its sovereignty and territorial integrity” (State
Council of the PRC, 1993). In other words, China would prefer to bring Taiwan under its
control without resorting to military force. However, it continues to build the capabilities
necessary for a successful military campaign should it conclude that peaceful unification is no

longer achievable (Hass, Glaser and Bush, 2023).

While preparing for potential conflict, Beijing is also waging a sustained campaign of
nonviolent coercion to erode the confidence of the Taiwanese in their future. Such campaign
combines military threats, diplomatic isolation, economic leverage, United Front Work
Department (UFWD) ¢ tactics, and cyber/psychological warfare. These efforts include
manipulating trade and investment ties, spreading disinformation, influencing elections and
cultivating relationships with local political and business elites—all aimed at weakening pro-
independence sentiment and encouraging alignment with PRC interests (Fong, Wu, and Nathan,

2021).

3.4.2  The U.S.—China—Taiwan triangle

The U.S.-China-Taiwan triangle is shaped by a complex and evolving set of strategic,
diplomatic, and historical factors. At the heart of U.S. policy toward Taiwan is a purposeful
ambiguity that allows the United States to maintain unofficial relations with Taiwan while

formally recognizing the PRC as the sole legal government of China. This ambiguity is

6 The United Front Work Department (UFWD) is a key organ of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), originally
established to build alliances with non-Communist political groups during the CCP’s rise to power. After the
founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, its role shifted to co-opting and managing non-Party
individuals and organizations, both domestically and abroad, in support of Party objectives. Over time, its scope
has expanded significantly to include overseeing relations with various social, ethnic, and religious groups, the
Chinese diaspora, and territories the CCP considers sensitive or not fully integrated—most notably Hong Kong,
Macau, and Taiwan (Brady, 2003).
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encapsulated in a framework underpinned by three main official documents: the Three Joint

Communiqués, the Taiwan Relations Act (TRA) of 1979, and the Six Assurances of 1982.

Following the Chinese Civil War, the United States supported the ROC under Kuomintang
leadership as part of its broader strategy to contain Communist China. However, as the
geopolitical landscape shifted, with the rise of the PRC and its estrangement from the Soviet
Union, the U.S. began pursuing rapprochement with Beijing. This strategic realignment
culminated in the formal recognition of the PRC in 1979, accompanied by the withdrawal of
recognition from the ROC and Taiwan’s exclusion from the United Nations. The change forced
other states to choose between maintaining formal diplomatic ties with either Beijing or Taipei,
severely constraining Taiwan’s international recognition. Nevertheless, this shift did not mean
the end of U.S.—Taiwan relations. Rather, it marked the beginning of a new era of unofficial

yet substantial engagement across diplomatic, economic, and security domains.

To manage this triangular relationship, the Congress passed the Taiwan Relations Act in 1979,
which legally codified the U.S. commitment to Taiwan’s security and well-being. The TRA
includes provisions for continued economic and cultural relations, and the sale of defensive
arms to Taiwan. It also states that the U.S. expects the future of Taiwan to be resolved
peacefully. The Three Joint Communiqués, agreed upon with the PRC in 1972, 1979, and 1982,
reflect U.S. acknowledgment — but not endorsement nor acceptance — of China’s position that
there is only one China and that Taiwan is part of it. This deliberate distinction between
acknowledging and recognizing is central to the U.S. One-China policy, distinguishing it from
Beijing’s One-China principle. By acknowledging China’s claims, the United States signaled
respect for Beijing’s position. But by stopping short of recognition, it retained the flexibility to

support alternative outcomes, including the defense of Taiwan against Chinese claims.

The Six Assurances, provided to Taiwan in 1982, further reinforce the U.S. position. These
include pledges not to set a date for ending arms sales, not to consult the PRC about such sales,
and not to mediate between Taiwan and China. The U.S. also committed not to revise the TRA
or pressure Taiwan into negotiations with Beijing. Together, these elements sustain a delicate

balance: supporting Taiwan without formally recognizing it as a sovereign state.

The lack of a formally written One-China policy creates ambiguity by design. Central to U.S.
policy is indeed a position of “strategic ambiguity”, which consists in the deliberate refusal to
specify whether the U.S. would militarily defend Taiwan in the event of a PRC attack. This
strategy is intended to deter both Beijing from aggression and Taipei from declaring formal
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independence. Strategic ambiguity has provided flexibility in managing cross-Strait relations,
allowing the U.S. to support Taiwan’s democracy and self-defense while avoiding open

conflict with the PRC (Tucker, 2005).

However, the long-standing policy of strategic ambiguity has come under increasing strain in
recent years. Statements by U.S. presidents, including George W. Bush, Joe Biden, and Donald
Trump have at times appeared to blur the line between ambiguity and explicit commitment.
Notably, during his presidency, Biden has on multiple occasions suggested that the United
States would defend Taiwan in the event of a Chinese attack, prompting subsequent
clarifications from White House officials that no formal policy shift had occurred. A major
flashpoint occurred in 2022, when U.S. Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi visited Taipei,
triggering a sharp escalation in military activity from Beijing. Such developments have fueled
ongoing debates over whether Washington is moving (intentionally or not) toward a policy of
“strategic clarity,” entailing a more explicit commitment to defend Taiwan (Nachman and
Sullivan, 2024). Proponents of this shift argue that clear deterrence could strengthen Taiwan’s
security by signaling resolve to Beijing. Critics, however, caution that abandoning ambiguity
could heighten tensions and increase the likelihood of military confrontation in the Taiwan

Strait (Glaser et al., 2020).

The PRC views U.S. support for Taiwan as a primary obstacle to national reunification and a
form of external interference. From Beijing’s perspective, the U.S. is enabling Taiwan's de
facto independence by providing arms, political support, and maintaining robust unofficial ties.
Beijing also perceives moves such as arms sales, high-level visits, and symbolic gestures as
part of a broader strategy to hinder China’s rise (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2024).
The notion of U.S. “containment” of China has become more prominent in PRC discourse,
especially as American policymakers across the political specturm have become more openly
supportive of Taiwan (Nachman & Sullivan, 2024). This cross-party consensus is exemplified
by the visits of political figures such as Mike Pompeo and Nancy Pelosi, whose shared support

for Taiwan transcends their otherwise divergent positions on domestic U.S. politics.

Viewed comprehensively, the history of U.S.—Taiwan relations—and of the broader U.S.—
China—Taiwan strategic triangle—has evolved in a non-linear and often ambiguous manner.
This complexity has made it difficult for scholars of contested statehood to unequivocally
categorize the United States as Taiwan’s patron state (Geldenhuys, 2009). Rather than

following a clear hierarchical pattern, the U.S.—China—Taiwan triangle has been characterized
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by reciprocal adjustments, in which actions by one actor routinely prompt recalibrations by the
others. One noteworthy trend is that U.S.-China and U.S.-Taiwan relations have often tracked
an inverse trajectory: historically, improvements in one tend to coincide with tensions in the
other. While segments of Taiwanese public opinion remain wary of excessive reliance on the
United States, as a general rule, periods of heightened U.S.—China rivalry have yielded greater

American support for Taiwan, with the island’s public opinion relative endorsement.

3.4.3  Taiwan’s integration in the international system

Taiwan’s integration into the international system reflects a complex balance between
functional engagement and constrained diplomatic space. As of 2025, Taiwan maintains formal
diplomatic relations with just 10 United Nations member states’ and one observer, the Vatican,
which remains its most influential diplomatic partner. These limited but symbolically important
relationships offer Taiwan a modest degree of formal recognition and allow for participation

in select international forums.

Despite this narrow official recognition, Taiwan has become a significant force in the global
economy. It ranks among the world’s top 20 economies, contributing around 2.5% to global
GDP. It plays a crucial role in global supply chains, particularly in high-tech sectors. Taiwan
Semiconductor Manufacturing Company (TSMC), the world’s leading chip foundry,
manufactures nearly 90% of the world’s most advanced semiconductors. This industrial
concentration grants Taiwan strategic leverage in its foreign relations and elevates its global
economic relevance, particularly in the eyes of major economies such as the United States,

Japan, and EU member states.

To reduce its economic dependence on China, Taiwan has also actively pursued economic
diversification strategies. One of the most significant efforts in this direction has been the New
Southbound Policy, which seeks to strengthen trade, investment, and people-to-people ties with

Southeast Asian countries, South Asia, Australia, and New Zealand.

7 These are mostly micro-states, peripheral in the international systems: Belize, Guatemala,
Haiti, the Marshall Islands, Palau, Paraguay, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent
and the Grenadines, Tuvalu.
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Beyond formal diplomacy, and partly as a consequence of its deep integration in the global
eocnomy, Taiwan has been able to cultivate an extensive network of informal and semi-official
relationships. It maintains functional ties with over 140 countries via Taipei Representative
Offices (TROs) and economic and cultural exchange missions, which serve as unofficial
embassies. These offices enable Taiwan to conduct a wide range of state-like activities,
including trade negotiations, visa services, cultural diplomacy, educational exchange, and
technological cooperation. In practice, these mechanisms allow Taiwan to operate as a de facto

state actor, despite the lack of widespread official recognition.

In the multilateral domain, Taiwan has pursued a strategy of pragmatic flexibility to gain access
to international institutions. By adopting alternative designations such as “Chinese Taipei”, it
has secured participation in organizations including the World Trade Organization (WTO), the
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), and observer status at the World Health
Organization (WHO). Taiwan has also demonstrated its ability to provide global public goods,
notably through the #TaiwanCanHelp initiative during the COVID-19 pandemic. Offering
medical supplies and technical assistance worldwide, Taiwan showcased its commitment to
international solidarity, thereby strengthening its case for greater inclusion in global

governance frameworks.

As part of its diplomatic strategy, Taiwan has closely aligned itself with U.S.-led democratic
alliances and actively adopted the rhetoric of global democratic solidarity. Wu (2025) argues
that the U.S.—China rapprochement in the 1970s marked a turning point in Taiwan’s
international positioning, reinforcing its role as a “geopolitical object” shaped by the strategic
calculations of great powers. In response, Taiwan’s democratization can be interpreted as a
deliberate effort to reclaim political agency and recast itself as a “geopolitical subject” with
normative legitimacy. This democratic identity continues to inform the island’s foreign policy

and its international messaging.

On the other hand, Taiwan’s projection of soft power and alignment with the U.S.-led liberal
international order have at times revealed tensions and contradictions. Since 2016, Democratic
Progressive Party administrations have worked to position Taiwan as a responsible member of
the liberal democratic community. Yet its constrained diplomatic space often pushed it to
maintain and deepen partnerships with governments whose records clash with democratic
values. A longstanding example is Eswatini, Africa’s last absolute monarchy, which maintains

ties with Taipei in part through sustained economic and development assistance. Taiwan has

&5



also sought closer engagement with India under Prime Minister Narendra Modi, whose tenure

has been marked by growing international concern over democratic backsliding (Tudor, 2023).

More recently, Taiwan’s engagement with Israel has exposed similar dilemmas. While the DPP
government in Taipei has leveraged support after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine to advance a
narrative of global democratic solidarity and the right to self-defense, both at home and
internationally (Ho and Chen, 2025), the establishment of the Taiwan—Israel Inter-
Parliamentary Association, along with expanded cooperation in military and humanitarian
sectors, has attracted criticism from segments of civil society. Reports that Taiwanese-made
AR924 model pagers, produced by Gold Apollo, were found after explosions in Lebanon and
Syria allegedly linked to Israeli military operations, attracted international scrutiny. Although
Taipei denied that components from Taiwan were used in the attacks, the incident underscored
the island’s defense-industrial connections to Israel. Tensions escalated in July 2025 when
Taiwan donated to a medical facility in the Israeli settlement of Sha’ar Binyamin, widely
considered illegal under international law, prompting protests in Taipei. While these episodes
have not generated widespread domestic activism over Gaza, they have drawn attention to the
reputational risks for Taiwan’s soft power (Hioe, 2025). In particular, they raise difficult
questions about the island’s consistency in applying the same human rights and international

law principles it relies on to strengthen its diplomatic standing and counter China’s claims.

Overall, Taiwan’s integration into the international system is multifaceted and shaped by a mix
of strategic necessity and global opportunity. It functions as a globally significant economic
and technological actor, navigating its contested status through a combination of formal
alliances, informal partnerships, multilateral engagement, and soft power initiatives. Despite
lacking widespread formal recognition, Taiwan demonstrates a high degree of empirical
statehood, not only by meeting the foundational criteria of territory, permanent population, and
an effective government, but also by maintaining substantive external relations across
diplomatic, economic, and cultural domains. However, the contradictions that arise from its
geopolitical constraints—ranging from selective alliances to politically sensitive positions—
reveal the complex realities of sustaining international relevance in the absence of de jure

sovereignty.
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3.5 The politics of identity

3.5.1  Competing national identities

Taiwan’s relationship with China is the single most important cleavage in Taiwan’s politics
(Hsieh, 2002). It strucutres foreign policy; the political party system; and much of how ordinary
citizens orient themselves to politics. At its core, this divide reflects Taiwan’s competing
national identities. Before exploring this issue in depth, it is useful to establish working
definitions of key concepts and how they apply to Taiwan. Fell (2018: 151) suggests a simple
way to think about nationalism is to ask two questions: “Who are the people?” and “what are
the boundaries of the nation-state?”” In Taiwan’s context, these questions translate to whether
the people identify as Chinese or Taiwanese, and whether the state’s territory is limited to
Taiwan and its surrounding islands or extends to include mainland China. Historically, two
competing nationalisms have dominated: Chinese nationalism, advocating a unified China and
a Chinese identity, and Taiwanese nationalism, seeking an independent Taiwan whose citizens

identify as Taiwanese rather than Chinese.

Although they often overlap, it is useful to distinguish between national and ethnic identity.
National identity refers to identification with an existing or aspired nation-state, whereas ethnic
identity denotes the—often politicized—affiliation with an ethnic group within the boundaries
of a state. In Taiwan, the term ethnic politics is commonly used to describe tensions among

four main officially recognized ethnic groups. Mainlanders (waisheng ren 958 A), who make

up roughly 13 percent of the population, are those who migrated from mainland China after

1945, and their descendants. Indigenous peoples (yuanzhu minzu /2 1E K %), the Austronesian

peoples who inhabited the islands prior to Han Chinese settlement, constitute about 2 percent
of the population. The remainder are generally referred to as Taiwanese, meaning those whose
families settled on the island before the relocation of the Republic of China’s government to
Taiwan, between 1945 and 1949. This latter category primarily comprises Chinese migrants
who arrived during the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1644—1912) dynasties and their
descendants, known as benshengren (44 A, literally “people of this province”), who are
further subdivided into Minnan (Hoklo) and Hakka. Until the early 2000s, scholars often
described these distinctions as subethnic identities, although the term has largely fallen out of

use.
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A key foundation for both Chinese and Taiwanese nationalists is the process of nation-
building—the effort to foster a shared identification among citizens with the nation-state. This
process operates both from the top down, through state-led initiatives, and from the bottom up,
driven by grassroots movements. Starting in the late 1980s and 90s, with democratization, came
growing demands for ethnic justice and self-determination. In the democratic era, the
Kuomintang (KMT) could no longer control the process of nation-building solely through a
top-down approach. Instead, nation-building became a competitive and interactive process
between state and society. Under martial law, alternative forms of nationalism—such as
Taiwanese nationalism—could exist only in exile abroad or underground on the island. Since
the 1990s, however, four competing strands of nationalism have vied for the loyalty of
Taiwanese voters and elites: (1) ethnic Taiwanese nationalism, (2) civic Taiwanese nationalism,
(3) ROC Chinese nationalism, and (4) PRC or Greater Chinese nationalism. These various

positions summarised in Figure 10.

\, independence

Figure 10. Competing national identities in Taiwan.
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At the far independence end of the spectrum, ethnic Taiwanese nationalism calls for an
immediate declaration of de jure independence—sometimes referred to as “pure Taiwan
independence”—and tends to rely on exclusive ethnic Taiwanese identity appeals, often
marginalizing Mainlanders and non-Taiwanese (Taiyu or Minnanyu) speakers. To its right,
civic Taiwanese nationalism also opposes unification but rejects the need for a formal
declaration of independence, regarding Taiwan as already independent—a position sometimes
described as “diluted Taiwan independence” or, more commonly, de facto independence. Its

identity appeals are Taiwan-centered yet inclusive, treating all citizens, regardless of ethnicity,
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as equally Taiwanese. This approach was best articulated in Lee Teng-hui’s 1998 “New
Taiwanese” appeal, which argued that anyone living on the island who identifies with and

works for Taiwan is Taiwanese (Office of the President, ROC Taiwan, 1998).

The middle of this spectrum is difficult to describe as a coherent form of nationalism, yet a
significant share of the population falls into this “wait and see” category, holding dual Chinese
and Taiwanese identities. Moving toward the center-right, we find opposition to independence
without an explicit call for unification. Here, the core symbolic appeal lies in the Republic of
China (ROC) and associated nationalist imager. Similar to the Taiwanese nationalism of the
centre-left, this position can also be seen as civic in nature, but its loyalty is directed toward
the ROC rather than Taiwan as an independent entity. At the far right is PRC or Greater Chinese
nationalism, which prioritizes rapid unification with the People’s Republic of China, embraces
positive references to the PRC, and draws on Chinese nationalist symbols such as Chiang Kai-

shek.

At both ends of the spectrum lie positions that draw from either ethnic or civic nationalism.
Ethnic nationalism is based on inherited traits such as ethnicity, language, and religion
(Chandra 2006; Keating 2001), while civic nationalism is shaped by shared values and
collective choice (Anderson 1991; Keating 2001). In Taiwan, civic nationalism has become a
central lens for articulating independence, portraying Taiwaneseness as distinct from
Chineseness not only because of different historical trajectories but also because it is rooted in
democratic principles. Recently, this value-based framing has demonstrated a capacity to
appeal across political divides: even some KMT members and supporters who favor eventual
unification, and emphasize Chinese cultural heritage, often make it conditional on China’s
democratization (interview with KMT politician, Taoyuan City government, 12 December
2024). Taiwan’s transition from authoritarian KMT rule to democracy has entrenched this
democratic foundation in the national narrative, consolidating a distinct identity that both unites
diverse political camps and underscores separation from China (Kwan 2016; Fell 2018; Ho

2022; Jung 2024).

The contest between competing identities is evident in the evolving dynamics of the

unification—independence debate, known as the Tongdu (#.%5) question. Public preferences on

this issue are regularly surveyed (see Figure 11) and consistently reveal strong support for

maintaining the status quo.
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3.5.2  Left and right politics in Taiwan

In most Western democracies, the left-right ideological dimension is a central conceptual tool
for understanding party competition, voter behavior, and policymaking (Barnes 1971; Dalton
2008; Norris 2004). The terms originated during the French Revolution, when radicals such as
the Jacobins sat to the left of the Legislative Assembly and defenders of the existing order,
including the Girondins, sat to the right. Historically, this divide captured the contrast between
“advocating social change in the direction of greater equality” and “supporting a traditional,

more hierarchical social order” (Lipset et al. 1954, 1135).

Of course, citizens in most countries—including those in Western democracies—differ in how
well they understand the left-right dimension of politics (Stokes 1962; Converse 1964;
Converse and Pierce 1986; Fuchs and Klingemann 1989; Inglehart 1990; Lewis-Beck and
Chlarson 2002). History shows that the bundles of issues that seem coherent and inevitable to
partisans at any given moment have, in fact, varied widely across eras and contexts (see, for
example, Bawn et al. 2012). Nevertheless, in many countries, political elites, scholars, and
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journalists continue to rely on the left—right spectrum as a central framework for interpreting

and explaining national politics.

Because the terms “left” and “right” are so entrenched in the political language, some Western
scholars have assumed that they must, in one form or another, carry meaningful political
significance in virtually every national context. Scholars like Sigelman and Yough (1978)
assert that “party systems throughout the world can meaningfully be profiled” along the
continuum, and international surveys such as the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems

(CSES)? ask respondents in every country to place themselves on a 0-10 left-right scale.

In Taiwan, however, this dimension is “simply not used to describe the current party system.
Not by ordinary people, not by journalists, not by politicians, and not by Taiwan scholars”
(Hsiao, Cheng, and Achen, 2017: 246) Without the appropriate political context, many
Taiwanese cannot answer meaningfully. Chen (2003) found that only about half could place
themselves on the scale, and Jou (2010) reported Taiwan had the lowest placement rate among
35 CSES countries. The 2012 Taiwan Election and Democratization Study (TEDS) found that

78 percent were either neutral or uncomprehending when asked this question.

Moreover, due to the characterstics of the Chinese Civil War, historically, the political term
“left” carried strong negative connotations in Taiwan. During the authoritarian era, the
Kuomintang (KMT) portrayed the Chinese Communist Party as the “leftist” mortal enemy and
emphasized itself as the “right” party. Linguistic usage in Taiwan reinforces this symbolic
associations. In both Taiwanese and Mandarin (the latter serving as the medium of instruction)
“right” denotes both the spatial opposite of “left” and the notions of correctness or truth,
paralleling similar connotations in English. Conversely, in Mandarin, “left” may imply

deviousness, unorthodoxy, or heresy (Hsiao, Cheng, and Achen, 2017: 253).

Most importantly, as shown in section 2.3.2., the two main parties, the KMT and the DPP, are
not consistently positioned along left-right lines. Both have been found to adopt flexible,
opportunistic stances on welfare and economic issues, differentiating themselves mainly along
the national identity axis (Cheng and Hsu 1996; Fell, 2005: 4; Fell 2008: 69). Independence

versus unification is the most powerful issue in determining voter choice, but it is not

8 See CSES website at: https://cses.org/.
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conventionally left-right in nature and the parties, the most authoritative interpreters of these

positions, do not use left-right language when explaning themselves to voters.

As a result, the left-right dimension does not predict voting in Taiwan. Norris (2004: 110-11)
utilized the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems dataset to explore citizens’ voting
decisions in a variety of democracies and found that respondents’ left-right position was

significantly correlated with their voting decision—with the exception of Taiwan and Belarus.

Survey data show that nearly half of respondents either regard the terms left and right as
irrelevant in the Taiwanese context or ask for clarification of their meaning. Among those who
do provide definitions, responses span an unconventional range, with “communism vs.
democracy” (18%) and “Taiwan independence vs. reunification” (22%) together accounting
for 40% of answers (Hsiao, Cheng, and Achen 2017, 254). Across surveys, divisions over
forms of nationalism—particularly the independence—unification question—consistently
appear as the closest analogue to a left-right divide. Yet, because nationalist positions are not
conventionally situated within left-right frameworks, this parallel is so tenuous that it
ultimately reinforces the conclusion that, in the conventional sense, left-right politics offers

little explanatory power for Taiwan’s political landscape.

3.6 Conclusion: Taiwan’s social movements between domestic and international pressures

Taiwan provides a compelling case for examining the multi-level nature of political
opportunities that shape social movements. Its contested statehood, situated in a volatile
geopolitical environment, compels activists and political actors to navigate intersecting and

multi-level arenas.

First, geopolitics fundamentally shapes both the scope and the modes of possible action.
Taiwan’s unresolved status and entanglement in U.S.—China rivalry mean that any mobilization
is inevitably shaped by external threats and opportunities. Social movements cannot ignore the
implications of their actions for cross-Strait relations, nor the role of international allies in
safeguarding Taiwan’s security. In this context, it is reasonable to expect that Taiwan’s
government, political forces, as well as the groups that make claims upon them—namely, social
movements—must calibrate their actions in response to the evolving dynamics of U.S.—China

relations.

92



Second, the domestic political field is shaped by the persistent dominance of two political
camps, each representing opposing positions on the core cleavage of national identity—
independence versus unification. The KMT—DPP rivalry, and the broader pan-Blue and pan-
Green divide, centers on competing visions of Taiwan’s political future and its relationship
with China more than on any other policy issue. As a result, most policy debates, even on
ostensibly unrelated social or economic issues, are potentially refracted through the lens of the

national question, creating both opportunities and constraints for movement actors.

Third, as a consequence of the Tongdu question being the major political cleavage, the inter-
relational field of social movements is marked by differing strategies for engaging both with
the national question and with institutional politics more broadly. This can result in intra-
movement competition—conflicts that arise within groups belonging to the same organization
or movement due to divergent views and interests (Balser 1997). Social movements are, at their
core, composed of diverse actors seeking effective strategies to achieve political goals (Mische
2015). While rival strategies reflect the agency of different groups to act on differences in
ideology, resources, socioeconomic characteristics, and the specific interests of movement
factions, they are also shaped by structural divisions embedded in society. Therefore, we can
expect that, based on the independence—unification cleavage, divergent orientations may
generate both productive alliances and deep divisions within civil society. Some groups view
cultivating strong movement—party relations as a means of advancing Taiwanese sovereignty,
while others seek broader commitments from political parties—beyond shared positions on

independence—before forming alliances.

A distinctive feature of Taiwan’s context is the absence of a widely understood or politically
operative left-right dimension. Donatella della Porta (2022) defines progressive social
movements as “collective actors that pursue social justice while deepening democracy through
participatory, deliberative, and inclusive political innovations”. In much of the social
movement literature developed in the West, “progressive” politics is associated with social
justice and equality, which are in turn linked to the political left. In Taiwan, however, this
association is weak or absent. This is not to suggest that the Taiwanese are indifferent to making
their society more just and equal. On the contrary, from environmental justice to land justice,
from same-sex equality to reform coalitions seeking to deepen democratic practices, Taiwan’s
social movements have championed a wide range of causes typically associated with

progressive politics. Nevertheless, due to the strucutre of political cleavages dominating in
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Taiwan’s society, such causes—whether labor rights, gender equality, or environmental
justice—are often also partially filtered through the dominant national identity cleavage. In this
sense, Taiwan’s international status may compel activists to frame their demands in identity-
based or sovereignty-related terms to gain political traction, and to approach coalition building

differently than social movements in non-contested states typically would.

The Wild Strawberry Movement of 2008, a major forerunner of more recent political
movements that will be examined in this study, provides a vivid example of these dynamics in
practice. Sparked by police crackdowns on protesters during the visit of the People’s Republic
of China’s Association for Relations Across the Taiwan Straits (ARATS) chairman Chen
Yunlin, the movement initially framed its demands around civil and political liberties—
specifically, reform of the Assembly and Parade Act and police reform. Soon these demands
became inseparable from debates over national identity and cross-Strait relations, as part of the
police crackdown targeted displays of pro-independence symbols, including the national ROC
flag in Taipei. Internally, the movement grappled with tensions between participants who
sought to maintain a focus on democratic reforms—while experimenting with grassroots
democratic innovations, as the largely leaderless movement held daily general assemblies to
make collective decisions—and those who pushed for a more cohesive and explicit pro-
independence stance vis-a-vis both the PRC and the KMT government under Ma Ying-jeou.
This reflected the broader challenge for Taiwanese activists that, as this work will show in the

following chapters, would reappear more recently in history.

Taken together, these dynamics make Taiwan a strategically significant context for examining
how social movements operate in complex, multi-level political environments. Its experience
illustrates how activists must navigate overlapping arenas—international, national, and intra-
movement—where opportunities and constraints are co-constituted, and where the interplay of
geopolitical realities, domestic cleavages, and internal movement debates shapes the

possibilities for collective action.
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4 Chapter 4. Research design and methodological background

4.1 Introduction

This research centers on how context shapes the emergence and evolution of collective action,
when context is conceived in a multi-level, relational way that spans international, national,
and movement-specific spheres. Addressing this question requires careful engagement with
several methodological challenges that have long been central to the study of social movements.
Among these challenges, a central role has been occupied by the need to balance the production
of knowledge through external observation of how structures influence actions with a
recognition of the agency of social actors, and their capacity to interpret, respond to, and

reshape their environments.

Much of the social sciences has historically framed such challenges in binary terms, especially
along the positivist—interpretivist divide. Yet social movement scholars increasingly advocate
for integrated and reflexive approaches that take seriously both structural conditions and actors’
perceptions (Della Porta, 2014a). This study aligns with this orientation. It adopts a processual-
relational perspective, which views social reality as dynamic and sees structures and agency as
mutually constitutive. From this standpoint, knowledge is understood as situated, emergent,
and produced through interaction. Such a perspective emphasizes context-sensitive,
interpretive analysis while remaining open to theoretical generalization when grounded in

empirical evidence.

Within this framework, the research embraces methodological pluralism employing a mixed-
methods design guided primarily by a qualitative research logic. In other words, while the study
draws on tools commonly associated with both quantitative and qualitative traditions, the
overarching rationale is interpretive and relational, recognizing the processual character of
social phenomena. The use of multiple methods is not intended to flatten differences between
them, but to capitalize on their complementarity: within a processual approach, quantitative
elements can help identify and visualize broader patterns, while qualitative approaches provide
depth, nuance, and attention to meaning-making processes. Combining these logics enhances
both analytical rigor and contextual sensitivity and attempts to avoid falling into either a-

theoretical description or overly abstract generalization.
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Turning to details, this study combines a revised form of Protest Event Analysis (PEA) with
twelve months of fieldwork from January to December 2024, including 38 in-depth interviews,
and qualitative content analysis of additional sources. Protest Event Analysis is a traditional
quantitative content analysis used in social movement research to measure the frequency and
characteristics of protest events across time and space by examining media reports. Rather than
applying PEA as a purely quantitative tool, the method is here adapted to capture relational
dynamics across time and space and complemented by ethnographic engagement with actors’
perspectives and strategies. This combination enables the tracing of protest trajectories while
also illuminating the role of agency, interpretation, and embeddedness in shaping them, thereby

capturing the complexity of contentious politics in multi-layered contexts.

The chapter proceeds as follows. In Section 4.2, I introduce the research design, outlining the
processual-relational rationale and how it guided decisions on periodization, units of analysis,
and sample selection. Section 4.3 details the methods of data collection, focusing on the use of
PEA, fieldwork, and additional sources. Section 4.4 then turns to the strategies of data analysis
and reflects on issues of positionality and ethics during time in the field. Finally, Section 4.5

concludes by drawing together the main methodological insights of the chapter.

4.2 Research design

4.2.1  Processual ontologies

This thesis adopts a processual-relational ontology for the study of collective action. It begins
from the premise that collective action is inherently dynamic, unfolding through sequences of
interaction shaped by strategy, context, and contingency, and embedded within historical

moments, social time, and activists’ trajectories.

The choice of adopting a processual-relational orientation rests on two considerations. First,
collective action lends itself particularly well to processual analysis, within which it has been
recognized as a benchmark case (Bosi & Malthaner, forthcoming). Second, processual
perspectives are designed to capture social “reality in flight” (Pettigrew 1997: 338) and
dynamics of “change in the making” (Mills 1959), either by directly observing processes as
they unfold or by reconstructing sequences of events over time. They thus provide an
alternative to static or a-temporal, variable-based approaches that assume a “general linear

reality” (Abbott 1988), made up of fixed entities, stable meanings, and causal relations

96



insulated from temporal and historical effects. Since this study investigates how collective
actors mobilize within historically situated national and international arenas and how they act
to shape outcomes across scales, a processual-relational perspective seems particularly apt for
tracing how actors connect and adapt across these multiple arenas (and timescapes), from

contentious politics to domestic institutions and international dynamics.

The adoption of a processual-relational approach rests on three conceptual foundations. First,
processual ontologies are sensitive to temporality and change. In processual analysis, change
is treated not as something that happens to things but as constitutive of them (Rescher, 1996;
Abbott, 2001; 2016). Processual analysis therefore applies a temporal lens to social life,
highlighting how phenomena both shape and are shaped by their contexts over time (Bosi and
Malthaner 2024). Since temporality is more complex than a linear chronology (Bidart, Longo
and Mendez 2012), theories of continuity and change must be attentive to order, sequence, the
diverse forms of temporal connection among events (Aminzade 1992), and the coexistence of
multiple timescapes in multi-level arenas. Accordingly, processual analysis emphasizes a
greater variety of temporal dimensions than other ontologies, focusing on sequences and
turning points (Abbott 1997, 2001), timing and conjuncture (Pierson 2000), rhythms and cycles
(Tarrow 1998; Beissinger 2002), path dependence and critical junctures (Mahoney 2000;
Sewell 1996a/1996b; della Porta, 2022), as well as continuities and transformations (Bosi and
Malthaner 2024).

Second, agency and context are seen as mutually constitutive. Action and agency are crucial
elements of processual dynamics as "actions drive processes" (Pettigrew, 1997: 338). However,
processes cannot be explained by relying on individual or collective agency alone. Actions are
embedded in context, structure, meanings (interpretative processes), and the continuous flow
of events. They are embedded in contexts that constrain or enable their actions, while
simultaneously being altered by them. Furthermore, a process orientation views the social
world as being in continuous flux and change. From this perspective, context is inherently
multi-level and poly-contextual: inputs of change may emerge at any moment and from any

site within the social world, while processes unfold and spread across multiple dimensions.

Third, interactions and relations are central. In processual ontologies, what matters most are
not the inherent properties of actors but the dynamic relations that connect them (Crossley

2021). Social reality is co-produced through interaction: opportunities and constraints arise
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from ongoing exchanges rather than from pre-given structures, and politics itself is constituted

by the ways actors transact, communicate, and confront one another (Tilly 2002: 41).

Continuity and transformation in collective action emerge from relational dynamics. Through
interactions between actors, categories often treated as fixed—such as “movement” or “party”,
“activist” or “politician”, “leader” or “participant”—can evolve into one another, being only
provisionally stabilized before undergoing reconfiguration (Emirbayer, 1997; Pettigrew, 1997;

Dépelteau & Powell, 2013; Selg & Ventsel, 2020; Bosi & Malthaner, 2024).

The emergence and effects of collective action, therefore, cannot be traced back to isolated
players but must be understood as outcomes of interwoven chains of interaction, in which
multiple actors co-construct arenas of conflict (Kasper 2013). From this vantage point,
collective actors appear not as fixed entities but as evolving bundles of relations, alliances, and
organizational forms. Their strategies and identities mediate between micro-level activist
practices and macro-level geopolitical structures, generating shifting opportunities and

constraints across arenas and levels.

Adopting a processual orientation brings distinct methodological challenges. First, while
acknowledging the role of initial conditions and structural factors, processual perspectives
emphasize endogenous dynamics—how actions generate subsequent actions and how relations,
perceptions, and intentions evolve—treating processes themselves as causal forces (Bosi,
Demetriou, & Malthaner 2014). From this perspective, outcomes are explained not by asking
why they occur, but by examining sow they unfold (Katz 2001). A key challenge, then, is to
specify the object of analysis: whether the focus lies on the outcome, the unfolding process and

its recurrent patterns, or both.

Second, processes have no natural beginnings or ends, and outcomes are only provisional
points within ongoing dynamics. Researchers must therefore construct analytical boundaries
by selecting time frames, identifying turning points, actors, and arenas, and breaking down
sequences into smaller units (Pettigrew 1990; Langley et al. 2013; Neale 2021; Hergesell, Baur,
& Braunisch 2020). In this study, this means identifying when and how international and
national political developments become relevant for mobilization, and tracing how
mobilizations, in turn, reshape geopolitical trajectories. Such analysis is inherently inferential,
requiring continual movement between theory and empirical observation (Bosi & Malthaner,
forthcoming). Therefore, it will not be fully resolved within the methodological chapter but
unfolds through the empirical analysis in chapter 5 and 6.
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Third, processual research faces questions of generalization and causality. Explanatory
strategies must determine what, if anything, extends beyond a single case and how to theorize
it (Becker 1998; Abbott 1991). This debate often contrasts narrative and mechanism-based
approaches: narrative accounts identify “typical stories” and recurring linkages, while process
tracing specifies causal mechanisms to explain outcomes and build theory (Beach & Pedersen
2019; Bennett 2008; George & Bennett 2005; Checkel 2008). Yet the tension between them
reflects different assumptions. Mechanism-based approaches rely on relatively linear, positivist
causality, whereas other processual perspectives stress interdependent sequences embedded in
context, with “multiple, time-related, and interwoven causalities” (Bidart et al. 2013; Neale

2021).

In the following sections, I show how I address these challenges through a mixed-methods
design. I outline how I set the boundaries of the processes under study, the data I use to capture
their unfolding, and how I approach generalization by identifying recurring patterns without
reducing complexity. At each step, my choices are guided by a processual-relational ontology

that conceives social reality as dynamic, interactive, and historically embedded.

4.2.2 Periodization

To analyze the interaction between Taiwan’s geopolitical environment, its domestic politics,
and the emergence and trajectory of social movements, this study adopts a periodization
covering an eight-year span from 2012 to 2020. Figure 12 visually shows how this timeframe

captures a sequence of turning points across the international, cross-strait, and domestic arenas.
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Figure 12.

At the international level, this period is defined above all by China’s rise and the consolidation
of its “New Era” under Xi Jinping in 2012, which marked a turn toward both a more assertive
foreign policy and domestic security posture. The election of Donald Trump in 2016 and the
onset of the U.S.—China trade war in 2017 entrenched great-power rivalry as the dominant

feature of the international system.

At the Cross-Strait level, the years 2012-2016 and 20162020 represent two contrasting phases
that render this period analytically significant. Ma Ying-jeou’s second KMT administration
(2012-2016) extended the cooperative trajectory of his first term, characterized by further
institutionalization of Cross-Strait political frameworks and deeper economic integration.
These developments became focal points for social contention and ultimately gave rise to the

Sunflower Movement, the largest protest movement of Taiwan’s contemporary history.

By contrast, Tsai Ing-wen’s first term marked a turning point in Cross-Strait relations. Her
refusal to endorse the ‘One China principle’ prompted diplomatic and military retaliation from
Beijing, initiating a period of deterioration. This shift was reinforced by Xi Jinping’s January
2,2019 speech commemorating the 40th anniversary of the Message to Compatriots in Taiwan,
which asserted the historical inevitability of reunification (Xinhua, 2019). Together with Hong
Kong’s 2019 protests against the Extradition Law Amendment Bill (ELAB), the speech became
a critical discursive event: both developments heightened negative perceptions of Beijing’s
intentions and provided powerful external reference points for movement mobilization and
electoral rhetoric. The imposition of the Hong Kong National Security Law in 2020 further

entrenched this framing (Lau, 2021).

At the domestic level, the period 2012-2020 was defined by a cycle in which protest
mobilization became central to Taiwan’s political development. It began in 2011-2012 with
waves of protest that culminated in the 2014 Sunflower Movement, a transformative protest
event that amplified the visibility and influence of civil society actors. The 2014 Sunflower
Movement fits well the concept of transformative events and eventful protest. As Sewell (1996)
argues, transformative events are ‘conjunctures of sequences of occurrences that result in the
transformation of structures’ (p. 27). The Sunflower occupation of the Legislative Yuan was
such a rupture: it reconfigured Taiwan’s political opportunity structure by amplifying the
visibility and influence of civil society actors and by shifting public debate on Cross-Strait
relations (Wu, 2016; Tan and Ho, 2017; Ho et al., 2025). At the same time, in della Porta’s
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(2008) sense of eventful protest, the movement was not merely a reaction to structural
conditions but an episode in which new tactics were tested, possibilities for collective action
were signaled, solidarity was fostered, networks were consolidated, and outrage at government

practices was mobilized (Ho, 2019; Ho et al., 2025).

These dynamics had lasting effects. The mobilizational energy generated by the Sunflower
Movement translated into electoral change with the Democratic Progressive Party’s victory in
2016, while its broadened agendas helped open space for progressive causes such as marriage
equality, achieved in 2019. The cycle culminated with Tsai Ing-wen’s re-election in 2020,
which ensured continuity in the government’s pro-independence orientation. In this sense, the
Sunflower Movement was both constitutive and consequential: it transformed political

structures and generated pathways of contention that reshaped Taiwan’s trajectory.

Building on the theoretical model presented in Chapter 2, Figure 13 shows Taiwan’s political

opportunity structure as a nested system of arenas spanning international and domestic domains.

International China'srise and
system and global China-U.S. rivalry
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Figure 13. Nested model of political opportunities: theoretical framework (left) and the

application to Taiwan (right).
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Applied to Taiwan, the model situates social movements within interconnected arenas of
China-U.S. relations, Cross-strait relations, and domestic politics. For the 2012-2020 period,
China’s rise and intensifying U.S.—China competition provides the overarching geopolitical
backdrop, while the deterioration of China—Taiwan ties after 2016 and the electoral transition
from the KMT to the DPP reconfigure interstate and domestic opportunity structures
respectively. At the innermost level of the model, the Sunflower Movement serves as a lens for
examining how the relational fields of social movements—both internal and external—evolve
amid broader international and domestic transformations, particularly through agenda-setting

and the forging of strategic alliances with institutionalized political actors.

One final methodological note: from a processual perspective, any periodization is necessarily
artificial, as social and political processes never unfold in neatly bounded segments. The
analytical boundaries of this research have been artificially constructed by selecting time
frames, identifying turning points, and distinguishing relevant arenas of interaction. The choice
of 2012-2020 in this study reflects such an effort to capture a sequence in which geopolitical
uncertainty reached an unprecedented prominence in Taiwan’s political landscape since
democratic transition. While these dynamics are part of longer-term historical trajectories, the
chosen periodization offers a focused snapshot for tracing narrative developments and recurrent
causal mechanisms across multiple levels, thereby helping to address how collective action

unfolds against the backdrop of geopolitical uncertainty.

While the periodization adopted here spans 2012-2020, the empirical analysis in Chapter 5 and
6 will place particular emphasis on the post-2016 period. This focus is motivated by two
considerations. First, the wave of mobilization culminating in the 2014 Sunflower Movement
has already been extensively documented in the literature (Ho, 2015; 2018; 2019; Wu, 2016;
Fell, 2017; Beckershoff, 2017; Hsu, 2017; Hsu et al.; 2019), whereas comparatively less
attention has been paid to how social movements evolved in its aftermath. Second, the
convergence of China’s intensifying military intimidation and information warfare with the
domestic political transition from a Kuomintang (KMT) to a Democratic Progressive Party
(DPP) government produced a significant contextual shift. This shift altered the political
opportunity structure and compelled social movements to recalibrate their repertoires away
from large-scale street mobilization toward alternative modes of action, an empirical puzzle

that consistently emerged during fieldwork.
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Although the empirical analysis concentrates on the post-Sunflower period, the broader
periodization from 2012 to 2020 is justified by the study’s adoption of a processual ontology.
This perspective requires sustained attention to the period preceding the movement in order to
trace actors’ trajectories over time and to locate them before, during, and after the Sunflower
occupation. Doing so allows for a more precise reconstruction of how contentious politics in
Taiwan evolved across shifting domestic and international arenas. At the same time, I
acknowledge that alternative temporal boundaries would foreground different continuities and
ruptures. The endpoint of 2020 is justified with two rationales: it allows for a balanced
comparison between one KMT and one DPP presidential term, and the onset of COVID-19,
despite Taiwan’s swift containment measures, constrained opportunities for large-scale

mobilization, offering a “natural” analytical cutoff.

4.2.3  Units of analysis

This research focuses on social movements, defined as “informal networks, bound by shared
beliefs and solidarity, that mobilize around conflictual issues, frequently employing various
forms of protest to pursue collective action with clearly identified opponents and a distinct
collective identity” (della Porta & Diani, 2015: 13). Within this broader phenomenon, the social
movement organization (SMO) is taken as the primary unit of analysis because of its central
role in theories of mobilization, agenda-setting, and institutional linkage (Chesters & Welsh,
2011; Diani, 2015). SMOs are defined as formal or semi-formal entities established to advance
movement goals, anchor much of social movement scholarship for their ability to sustain
collective action by mobilizing resources (McCarthy & Zald, 1977), articulating claims (Snow
& Benford, 2000), coordinating strategies (Polletta & Kretschmer, 2015), and engaging
external actors such as states, parties, and other movements (Meyer, 2004; Cowell-Meyers,
2014). Centering on SMOs thus situates this study at the meso-level of analysis, bridging

individual activism and broader political or international contexts.

However, movements are analytically distinct from SMOs. Any organization that sustains
interactions with other actors, engages in conflict, and generates collective identity may be
considered part of a movement—even bureaucratic interest groups, political parties or informal
networks (Diani, 1992: 14). This distinction underscores the processual orientation of this
research: while SMOs are often treated as relatively stable organizational units, social

movements are dynamic processes of interaction, contestation, and cooperation. Within these
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processes, SMOs may evolve, transform, or dissolve, adopting new forms within the broader

trajectory of collective action (Bosi and Malthaner, 2024).

For this reason, the research design avoids rigid analytical boundaries. As Auyero and Swistun
note, “the best way of apprehending and portraying [a social process] takes heed of Cubism’s
main lesson: the essence of an object is captured only by showing it simultaneously from
multiple points of view” (2009: 25). Following this rationale, the study approaches collective
action as a process best understood from multiple vantage points. While SMOs serve as an
entry point and as the primarily identifiable unit of analysis, the design shifts across levels to

capture different facets of movement dynamics.

Within SMOs, attention sometimes extends from representatives to individual activists—
particularly prominent leaders whose personal trajectories illuminate broader developments.
At the institutional level, interviews with party representatives and government officials
highlight how non-movement actors contributed to mobilization and how political authorities
perceived and strategically responded to it. Finally, perspectives from journalists, scholars, and
disengaged activists provide additional external vantage points on the unfolding of collective
action. In this sense, interviews are not treated as a statistical sample of individuals but as a
series of cases that open distinct vantage points onto these organizational and institutional
processes. Each case contributes to a cumulative, relational understanding of collective action

across the main issue areas of contention in Taiwan.

Overall, the study employs an embedded, comparative, and multi-scalar research design, to
enable movement between different levels of observation while maintaining sensitivity to
context. The design is embedded in that it integrates multiple units of analysis within a single
overarching case: for each movement examined, I treat SMOs as the primary unit, with
embedded actors and external institutions (e.g. political parties) as additional layers. This
structure allows examination of how micro-level experiences, meso-level organizational
practices, and macro-level contexts interrelate, thereby avoiding the analytical limitations of a

single-level approach (Yin, 2014: 108).

The design is comparative in two dimensions: sectorally, by grouping SMOs across different
movement sectors (environmental, feminist, labour, LGBTQ+, pro-independence, etc., more
on this in section 4.2.4.); and longitudinally, by tracing change across Kuomintang (KMT) and
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) presidencies. These comparisons make it possible to
identify both recurring patterns and context-specific dynamics in Taiwanese mobilization.
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Finally, the design is multi-scalar because it situates SMOs within both domestic and
international political opportunities. Domestically, partisan shifts structure opportunities and
constraints for movement actors, while internationally, U.S.—China relations and Cross-Strait

dynamics create broader structural pressures that shape the strategic environment.

4.2.4  Sample selection: mapping the field

In qualitative social science, debates over sampling have long centered on whether field-based
case studies should represent broader social entities in the same way that quantitatively based
studies do, raising questions about their ability to generate inferences beyond the immediate
case (Katz, 2001; Lareau, 2016; Wacquant, 2023). A recurring dilemma for qualitative social
scientists therefore has been how to produce research that can withstand critiques from
quantitatively oriented scholars who emphasize representativeness and generalizability, while

still delivering the depth and richness associated with qualitative methods.

One response to this dilemma has been to import survey-based logics of representativeness and
apply them to qualitative strategies such as small-N, in-depth interviews (King, Keohane, and
Verba, 1994; Klinenberg, 2002). Yet these efforts often amount to superficial borrowing,
invoking terms like “representative” or “unbiased” without the methodological foundations
that give them meaning (Small, 2009). This study follows the line of thought that field-based
research should move beyond statistical notions of validity and instead develop its own criteria
of rigor and legitimacy, grounded in the depth rather than the breadth of data (Mitchell, 1983;
Small, 2009; Lareau & Rao, 2016; Small & Calarco, 2022).

Building on this understanding, the research combines two non-random strategies designed to
capture both variation and depth: sampling for range and snowball sampling. Sampling for
range was operationalized through a first-stage Protest Event Analysis conducted prior to
fieldwork (see Section 4.3.1. for details). This analysis identified the main subcategories within
Taiwan’s social movement field, and sampling was designed to ensure coverage across them
so that all salient issue areas were represented in the study. Snowball sampling was applied by
asking initial contacts within the movement sector to recommend further authoritative
organizations, thereby drawing on insider knowledge and relational networks to extend the

reach of the research.
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Table 1 maps the main social movement organizations (SMOs) targeted across seven key issue

areas during the period of analysis (2012 — 2020) outlining their primary concerns and

ideological orientations.

Table 1. Social movement organizations (SMOs) by issue area, main issues, and ideological

leanings (2012-2020)

Sector / Issue Area | SMOs Main Issues Ideological
Leanings
Land justice Taiwan Rural | Land expropriation, | Left-leaning, anti-
Front (& # E At | urban renewal | developmentalism,
4, Taiwan nongcun disputes grassroots; no
zhenxian) explicit focus on
Losheng Talwan
Sanatorium independence
Preservation
Movement (%4
& & 1%, Lesheng
liaoyangyuan)
Cross-Strait Taiwan Economic | Taiwan Liberal-democratic,
relations, Taiwan | Democracy Union | independence, Taiwanese
sovereignty & | (TEDU, #& % K % | autonomy, media | nationalist, high
independence 1 & Jingji minzhu | literacy & | explicit focus on
lianhe) disinformation, Taiwan
Black Island | civil defense independence, anti-
National Youth PRC sentiment
Front (B & &
F F 4% | Heise
daoguo  gingnian
zhenxian)
Taiwan Radical

Wings, later State-
building Party (&
/%! ’i‘k 3‘.% D Taiwan
Jijin)
Taiwan Hong Kong
Association (& #
A B W&, Taiwan
xianggang  xiehui)
Kuma  Academy
(2 & £ %,

Heixiong xueyuan)
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Watchout ( 7% ¥ |

Wocao)
Forward Alliance

(M B & &,
Zhuangkuo Taiwan)

Environment & | Green  Citizens’ | Climate justice, | Green, progressive;
anti-nuclear Action  Alliance | nuclear phase-out medium-high focus
activism (GCAA, ¥ &K on Taiwan

9 M, Luse independence

gongmin Xxingdong

lianmeng)

Citizens of the

Earth Taiwan

(CET, 33k K A&

& & , Diqu

gongmin jijinhui)
Marriage equality & | Tongzhi  Hotline | Same-sex marriage, | Progressive, liberal
LGBTQ+ rights (& % Rl & # 3% # | anti-discrimination | rights-based,;

% W &, Taiwan
tongzhi zixun rexian

laws

medium focus on
Taiwan

xiehui) independence
TAPCPR -
Taiwan Alliance to
Promote Civil
Partnership Rights
(68 18 At & 4
¥ W B, Taiwan
banlu quanyi
tuidong  lianmeng)
Taiwan Equality
Campaign (TEC,
B FRAF S,
Caihong pingquan
da pingtai)
Labor & migrant | Taoyuan TCTU & Youth | Left-leaning, social
rights Confederation of | Labour 95: labor | justice; no focus on
Trade Unions | union issues | Taiwan
(TCTU, Mt E & ¥ | (working  hours, | independence
48 T 4 Taoyuan | sdlary, labor law
chanye zong | @mendments)
gonghui) SPA & TIWA:

Youth Labour 95
Serve the People
Association (SPA,
M T2 BB

foreign spouses &
migrant  workers’
rights
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&, Taoyuan shi
qunzhong fuwu
xiehui)

Taiwan
International
Workers’
Association
(TIWA, & & B &%
% LW &, Taiwan
guoji laogong
Xiehui)

Indigenous rights &
transitional justice

Taiwan
Indigenous Youth
Front (B4 Rk H
L
Yuanzhuminzu
qingnian zhenxian)
Taiwan
Indigenous Youth
Public
Participation
Association (& %
JoAE B ik F RN
%"&;ﬁi_ﬁ}] ?, Taiwan
yuanzhuminzu
qgingnian gonggong
canyu xiehui)

Land rights,
indigenous policies,
cultural & political
recognition

Decolonial, none to
mild focus on
Taiwan
independence

Human rights

Taiwan Alliance to
End the Death
Penalty (TAEDP,
CRCY LR ES 7
¥t B, Taiwan feichu

sixing tuidong
lianmeng)

Taiwan
Association for
Human Rights

(TAHR, & % AA#
& & &, Taiwan
renquan cujin hui)
Covenants Watch
(AHENE AT B

B % 2, Renquan
gongyue  shixing

Jiandu lianmeng)

Anti-death penalty,
minority & migrant
rights, international
solidarity, UN
covenant advocacy

Rights-based,
liberal-democratic;
medium focus on
Taiwan
independence
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In some cases, issue domains were grouped where claims, activities, and organizational
networks substantially overlapped—for example, environmental and anti-nuclear activism, or
labor and migrant rights. Many environmental organizations also engaged in anti-nuclear
advocacy, while leftist labor groups frequently addressed migrant workers’ poor working

conditions, including allegations of forced labor in Taiwan’s distant-water fishing industry.’

Snowball sampling proved particularly effective in Taiwan, where activist networks are highly
dense. The country’s relatively small scale, the concentration of political and civil society
activity in Taipei, and the historical alignment of most movement actors with the pro-
independence camp—and, by extension, the Democratic Progressive Party (cf. Wu, 2002)—
have all shaped the structural conditions of social movement development. As a result, many

activists are personally connected and often participate across multiple organizations.

In addition to mapping organizational presence, I chose to summarize each group’s ideological
orientation, since this dimension helps situate SMOs within Taiwan’s broader political
landscape. Particular attention was given to how organizations position themselves on the
question of Taiwan’s sovereignty and independence. This cross-cutting axis was prioritized
over other cleavages (such as the Left—Right divide) because, as discussed in Chapter 3, it most
consistently shapes alliances, repertoires of contention, and discursive framing across
otherwise diverse issue domains. Locating movements along the independence—unification
divide therefore offers a clearer indication of their position within Taiwanese politics than
focusing on other ideological markers. While I acknowledge the significant internal variation
within each group of SMOs (and probably even within individual organizations) for the
purposes of comparative analysis across movements, | prioritized capturing the general

orientation of each sector in relation to this overarching political cleavage.

Assessments of whether an organization’s focus on Taiwan independence was high, medium,
mild, or absent were based on triangulation of two sources: statements and materials produced
by the organizations themselves (fliers, reports of activity, websites) and non-codified

knowledge accumulated through immersion in Taiwan’s political field during the course of

® One possible methodological alternative would have been to group human rights and migrant labor organizations
together under the issue of forced labor, particularly in the distant-water fishing industry. Taiwan Association of
Human Rights (TAHR), for example, has addressed this issue, though mainly through policy advocacy and as
only a small part of its broader agenda. By contrast, migrant worker organizations such as Taiwan Intrnational
Workers Association (TIWA) and Serve the People Association (SPA) focus on forced labor more centrally,
combining advocacy with service-oriented work such as legal aid and shelter provision.
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fieldwork. This allowed me to capture both explicit positions and more implicit orientations

that are well understood in the activist milieu.

4.3 Methods and data collection

4.3.1  Protest Event Analysis: a qualitative, relational and issue-clustered version

Protest Event Analysis (PEA) is a widely applied method in social movement research,
developed to systematically investigate protest dynamics across time and space through
newspaper sources (Hutter, 2019). It enables researchers to map the frequency and

characteristics of protests across regions, issues, and historical periods.

This method is particularly well suited to the present study for two reasons. First, PEA has
frequently been used to test and refine arguments within the political process tradition. Its early
development was closely tied to efforts to systematize protest characteristics in relation to
shifting political structures (Jenkins & Perrow, 1977; Koopmans, 1995) and related work on
political opportunities (Eisinger, 1973; McAdam, 1982; Tarrow, 1989; Kriesi et al. 1995).
Using PEA in this study therefore reinforces its theoretical contribution. Second, PEA has
proven effective in analyzing how protest characteristics vary across issue areas and, thanks to
its longitudinal scope, in disentangling protest waves and tracing how mobilization co-varies

with broader contextual changes such as shifts in government (Hutter, 2015).

Traditionally, PEA has been employed as a quantitative tool, coding protest events into
structured datasets to allow statistical analysis of trends across time and contexts. While this
quantitative orientation has produced important insights, it has often done so at the cost of
abstracting individual events from their relational, interpretive, and strategic dimensions.
Protests do not occur in a vacuum, nor do they all take the same form. They vary in intensity
and often build on earlier events, rather than existing as entirely independent episodes that can

be counted on a simple one-equal-one basis (Oliver et al., 2022; Oliver, Hanna and Lim, 2023).

This study approaches PEA not as a ready-made instrument but as a method to be reworked in
line with a processual-relational epistemology. It develops a qualitative, relational perspective
that treats protest events not as isolated data points but as moments embedded within broader

fields of interaction. Although the analysis retains some quantitative features—particularly in
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the stage of data analysis (see section 4.4)—its primary concern is to explore how events
interrelate and how they are shaped by political and organizational contexts. In practical terms,
this means that the database is compiled qualitatively, with protest characteristics described in

considerable detail and often in narrative form before the codebook is applied.

In recent years, PEA has undergone significant innovation, moving from automated and semi-
automated techniques (Hanna, 2017; Lorenzini et al., 2020; 2022) to the incorporation of
videos and other visual material (della Porta et al., 2024). Against this backdrop, the decision
to adopt a manual and qualitative version of PEA in this study may appear as a step backward
from the prevailing trend. Yet the aim is not to resist innovation but to confront some of the
method’s persistent challenges and to construct relational, verifiable protest event data (Oliver,

Hanna, & Lim, 2023).

The first challenge concerns error detection and correction. Journalistic accounts often
prioritize background and context over precise details. As a result, event descriptions may be
vague or incomplete, shift between different events within the same article, or mix events with
contextual information about broader issues. Parsing such accounts requires external
knowledge. For instance, while actions by institutional actors such as elected politicians are
generally excluded from protest datasets, a sit-in staged by opposition party members in
parliament to resist a bill arguably constitutes a protest event. Without careful scrutiny and
attention to nuance, PEA risks overlooking important dimensions of contentious politics.
Manual, qualitative, and detailed coding allows researchers to capture and record such

subtleties and to incorporate external contextual knowledge into their analysis.

The second challenge involves counting protest events. Most datasets are constructed on the
implicit assumption that protest are single, independent events that are directly comparable. In
practice, only a small share of identified events meet this criterion. For these limited cases,
counting events and participants is straightforward. However, many events overlap or are
interconnected. A qualitative, relational approach enables the researcher to manually record
such linkages and partial overlaps by grouping events under umbrella categories, thereby

producing a more accurate representation of protest dynamics.

The third challenge is capturing campaigns and episodes. Protests rarely occur in isolation;

they often unfold in cycles or waves, where actors explicitly link current demonstrations to
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previous ones as part of ongoing campaigns or to invoke collective memory (Chang and Lee,
2021). This relational structuring can be captured by tracing how news articles situate events
in relation to others around the same issue. Since issue-clustered reporting is common in
journalistic accounts, qualitative data collection offers a productive way to examine how

protest events interconnect within campaigns and broader waves of contention.

In practical terms, PEA begins by sampling protest coverage from selected journalistic sources,
followed by the coding and analysis of event characteristics (Rucht and Neidhardt., 1999;
Oliver et al., 2003). This study does not treat news as a neutral or exhaustive record of protest
but as a socially constructed lens, shaped by selection processes, biases, framing, and
institutional constraints (Davenport, 2010). To minimize bias, protest event data were collected
from two Taiwanese newspapers: the English-language Taipei Times and the Chinese-
language United Daily News (Lianhebao % 4-#%). The two were chosen to balance partisan
perspectives: the Taipei Times, as the sister paper of the green-leaning Liberty Times
(Ziyoushibao B ¥ #¥4R), tends to align with the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), while
the United Daily News generally leans toward the Kuomintang (KMT). Using both sources
therefore helps capture a more balanced picture of protest reporting. The Taipei Times also
offers accessibility as an English-language outlet, providing an initial overview of major protest
events with international visibility, which are then verified and supplemented through

secondary analysis of the United Daily News.

Operationally, I searched the electronic databases using ten keywords commonly associated
with protest events: “petition” (chenging R 1%, gingyuan 3 &), “protest” (kangyi ik,
“contention” (kangzheng #i.F), “sit-in” (jingzuo #% %), “demonstration” (youxing #1T),
“gathering” (jihui % &), “strike” (bagong # L), “hunger strike” (jueshi % &), “press

conference” (jizhehui 3¢ €), and “occupying” (zhanling 15 48) (here I follow Ho, 2014: 976).

Two methodological caveats should be noted in relation to how PEA is applied in this study.
First, while protest events serve as the primary unit of coding, the analysis also systematically
records the presence and involvement of social movement organizations (SMOs). By
combining an event-centered entry point with attention to organizational involvement, the

design captures the relational dimension of protest while remaining consistent with this
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research design and selected units of analysis, as well as with recent PEA applications that

emphasize SMOs (Amenta & Caren, 2022).

Second, this study assumes that PEA alone would be insufficient for the processual rationale
guiding the analysis. In this framework, newspaper data are treated as “the best data available”
for a preliminary stage of research (Earl et al., 2004: 77), offering what Amenta and Caren
(2022) describe as a “rough draft of history”. This provides a provisional mapping of how
mobilization co-varies with broader contextual changes. To move beyond this initial account,
the analysis is complemented with in-depth interviews. These qualitative method extends the
event data by capturing actors’ meaning-making and agency, showing not only that they

responded to contextual shifts, but also how they interpreted and acted upon them.

4.3.2  In-depth interviews

Interviews are a fundamental tool for generating empirical knowledge about contemporary
social movements. By engaging activists and insiders on specific themes, they provide detailed
insights into mobilization strategies, organizational dynamics, and internal debates (Blee, 2013:
603; Della Porta, 2010; 2014). In-depth interviews have also been central to landmark studies
on collective action, from work on recruitment (McAdam, 1988) to research on the
biographical effects of participation in social movements (Downton & Wehr, 1997; Fillieule,

2001; Fillieule & Neveu, 2019).

More broadly, interviews are regarded as especially effective “for establishing the importance
of agency or ideational factors, such as culture, norms, ethics, perceptions, learning, and
cognition” (Rathbun, 2008: 691). They are said to “bring human agency at the center of analysis”
(Blee, 2013: 96). In this study, extended qualitative fieldwork has the objective of
complementing the insights generated through PEA, with interviews providing a deeper
understanding of how activists perceive and make sense of the environments in which they

operate (Schutz, 1962; Silverman, 1993; Della Porta, 2014).

Qualitative interviewing requires careful attention to sampling. In this study, the pool of
interviewees was derived from the selection and field mapping process outlined in Section 4.2.4,
using non-random criteria such as range and snowball sampling. Since the object of analysis is

social movements, social movement organizations (SMOs) and their trajectories within
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particular sectors were considered a natural analytical starting point. Interviewees were
therefore selected for their representative or long-standing roles within specific SMOs. The
sampling logic is meso-level: individuals are not treated as autonomous units of analysis but as

entry points into the practices, perspectives, and trajectories of their organizations.

This strategy was combined with sequential interviewing (Small, 2009: 24-27) informed by
Yin’s case study logic (2002). In this approach, in-depth interviews are not conceived as a
statistical sample but as a series of cases that cumulatively illuminate the dynamics under study
(Yin, 2002; Ragin & Becker, 1992). Each interview is thus viewed as a case that enriches the
inquiry, with variation across respondents serving not as bias but as an analytic resource that
captures diverse perspectives and experiences. Accordingly, the 39 interviews are

conceptualized as 39 individual cases, rather than as a sample of n = 39 (Small, 2009: 26).

Interviews were conducted over a 12-month period of fieldwork in Taipei, from January to
December 2024. The interviewees included long-term representatives or spokespersons of
SMOs (21), informants active in one or more social movement sectors without formal SMO
affiliation (3), activists involved across multiple organizations and sectors (3), and activists
who had transitioned into institutional politics (2). To broaden these perspectives, additional
interviews were held with politicians from the pan-green camp (DPP), both currently in office
(2) and no longer in office (2), politicians from the pan-blue camp (KMT) (2), scholars (2),
journalist (1) and a minister without portfolio (1). This diversity of roles and trajectories was
not intended to secure statistical representativeness, but to ensure both range and saturation,
thereby facilitating a relational understanding of mobilization across varied organizational and

institutional contexts.

The interviews were semi-structured, organized around themes identified to capture both
individual trajectories and broader organizational and strategic dynamics, as interpreted by
respondents in relation to domestic and international contexts. For representatives of SMOs,
the discussion began with their histories as activists and their roles within organizations, before
turning to questions about missions, political orientations, and organizational structures.
Interviewees were also asked to reflect on initiatives and mobilization strategies under two
different governments (2012-2016 and 2016-2020), with particular attention to how priorities,

collaborations, goals, and constituencies shifted under changing political conditions.

A substantial portion of the conversation then addressed their understanding of Taiwan’s

international dimension and its impact on strategic choices in collective action—ranging from
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the impact of cross-Strait politics and international debates on sovereignty, to the development
of transnational networks and collaborations abroad. Finally, SMO representatives were invited
to assess the effectiveness of their organizations, highlighting achievements, shortcomings, and

the conditions that enabled or constrained mobilization.

For activists who later transitioned into institutional politics, the interviews placed greater
emphasis on their personal trajectories, particularly their motivation for the passage from
movement activism into party or governmental roles. By contrast, with politicians and scholars,
a larger share of the discussion focused on their own or their party’s reading of the role of social
movements in Taiwanese society, as well as their interpretations of historical conjunctures and

the ideological or policy shifts that emerged under these conditions.

Respondents were given the interview themes in advance when requested, and interviews were
conducted in either English or Chinese depending on the preference of the respondent, with
recordings made upon written permission. In general, my knowledge of Mandarin was
sufficient to carry out the interviews independently; for the first interviews a graduate student
accompanied the researcher. A translator was occasionally present to assist with technical

jargon and/or with expressions in local Taiwanese dialect.

4.3.3  Additional sources

Processual perspectives emphasize temporalities, such as critical junctures and transformative
events that help explain long-term processes (Katz 2001; della Porta 2021, 2022; della Porta,
2025). The 2014 Sunflower Movement is one such turning points. To capture both its internal
dynamics and legacy, this study complements Protest Event Analysis and in-depth interviews

with qualitative content analysis of diverse Sunflower-related materials.

These include official social media outputs—most notably Facebook, the primary platform for
communication and mobilization of the movement—as well as the channels of groups that later
emerged within or splintered from it. Supplementary sources include progressive newspapers,
activists’ blogs, and both online and offline archival collections curated by participants. A key
resource is the Daybreak Project, an English-language oral history archive hosted by the
independent media platform New Bloom. Containing over 400,000 words across more than
fifty in-depth interviews with movement participants, it provides a rich repository of firsthand

reflections (Daybreak Project 2017a).
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Another critical source is the 318 Civil Movement Archive, a collaborative initiative between
the Institute of History and Philology and the Institute of Information Science at Academia
Sinica. Compiled through the systematic collection of materials from the main chamber of the
Legislative Yuan before the end of the occupation, the archive has been fully digitized and

made accessible online.!?

Additional insights are derived from two Chinese-language accounts of the movement. The
first, Zhe bushi taiyang hua xue yun: 318 Yundong quan jilu i 7~ % XI5 .5 i&: 318 €%
4324k (This is Not the Sunflower Student Movement: A Full Record of the 318 Movement),

co-authored by prominent participants, challenges the conventional portrayal of the Sunflower
Movement as a homogeneous student protest. It highlights the complexity of its origins and

offers a self-aware perspective on intra-movement dynamics (Yan et al., 2015).

The second, Zhanling jianmin jiefangqu 2014-2015: 318 Yundong yiji gihou 45 %8 8%, & % 7% &
2014 - 2015: 318 £ ) A& H % (Occupy the Low Life Liberation Area: The 318 Movement

and Its Aftermath), was compiled by activists from the Low Life Liberation Area, a splinter
faction of the Sunflower Movement that prioritized class politics and critiques of neoliberal
reforms over the mainstream emphasis on national security and anti-China sentiment. This
collection highlights the divergent motives that underpinned the movement’s internal relational
fields. Together, these works provide a valuable basis for analyzing how internal dynamics

responded to contextual shifts and shaped the Sunflower Movement’s development.

Finally, to explore the evolving legacy of the Sunflower Movement, this study draws on
participant observation during commemorative events marking its tenth anniversary, held on
18 March 2024 in front of the Legislative Yuan. Organized by the Taiwan Economic
Democracy Union (TEDU)—a successor to the Democratic Front Against the Cross-Strait
Service and Trade Agreement (DFCCSTA), which provided the organizational platform for
the original occupation—the event featured speeches, performances, and reflections by former
movement leaders, academics, politicians, and NGO workers. While other commemorative
activities are noted for comparison, the TEDU-organized event serves as the primary focus of

analysis due to its broad publicity and official recognition. This observation, carried out during

10" See website at: public.318.i0
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fieldwork in Taipei in March and April 2024, offers valuable insight into the processes of

collective memory-making a decade after a transformative event.

4.4  Data analysis
4.4.1  Protest Event Analysis

The analysis of protest events was conducted using a coding scheme designed to capture both
the breadth and relational character of contention in Taiwan. Each event was recorded in a
spreadsheet with the following categories: name/identification, date and duration, number of
participants, issues, targets or demands, organizations involved, the presence of a “China factor”
(classified as direct or indirect), other international factors, repertoire, use of violence (such as
clashes with the police or counter-movements), outcome, and source. Sources were
systematically triangulated across the Taipei Times and the United Daily News, with attention

to whether events appeared in both outlets or only one.

In line with a principle of maximum inclusion (Ho 2014: 976), the dataset incorporates not only
large demonstrations but also smaller actions with at least ten participants, press conferences
organized by social movement organizations, and protests staged within parliament by
opposition politicians. The latter, while often overlooked in other contexts, are integral to
Taiwan’s political dialectic. By contrast, digital protests (such as coordinated online campaigns
or mail-bombing tactics) were excluded from the protest event analysis.!! The purpose of the
PEA was to map the overall field of contention in the offline domain and to identify dominant
issues powerful enough to generate street mobilization. A supplementary notes column was
used to indicate explicit connections between events, such as their occurrence within the same

protest wave, reflecting the relational orientation of the PEA described in Section 4.3.1.

Special attention was devoted to coding protest events influenced by the “China factor.”
Following Wu (2016), the China factor was defined broadly as the direct or indirect influence
China exerts across public domains in Taiwan. It was classified as direct when it involved an
official, institutionalized, or formalized action or exchange with Beijing. For instance, a visit

by a Chinese envoy, a Taiwanese official’s formal visit to the PRC, government-to-government

' Major cases of digital campaigns were examined within the category of “additional sources”.
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interactions across the Strait, formal statements by the Chinese government regarding Taiwan,
or legislative bills directly shaping cross-Strait policy would be considered direct influence of

the China factors if they triggered protests.

By contrast, the China factor was coded as indirect when it appeared at the level of discourse,
perception, or symbolic action rather than concrete institutional interaction—for example,
when events involved accusations that Taiwanese officials were pro-China, debates over
Taiwan’s China policy, or solidarity actions connected to Hong Kong. While edge cases
inevitably exist (for instance, political speeches about strengthening ties with Beijing could be
read as either discursive or policy-related) this distinction provides a useful analytical tool for

mapping how cross-Strait relations permeate protest agendas.

The category “other international element” was used to capture protests motivated by Taiwan’s
broader external relations beyond China. This included events triggered by real or perceived
changes in U.S. policy toward Taiwan, statements by U.S. officials, or issues linked to
Taiwan’s constrained diplomatic space. Examples are protests sparked by the government’s
inability to offer protection to Taiwanese diasporas during natural disasters or dangers they
encountered abroad. By coding these events separately, the dataset highlights how the island’s
geopolitical position not only shapes contention through the China question but also through

Taiwan’s wider international relationships.

The analysis itself proceeded through visual examination of the frequency and distribution of
events, with particular attention to peaks and troughs across the period under study. This
approach allowed for systematic comparisons between governments (2012-2016 and 2016—
2020), while also mapping issue salience, the trajectories of contention over time, and the
relative size of protests. By combining frequency, scale, and relational links, the analysis

reconstructed not only the rhythms of protest but also the shifting fields of contention.

4.4.2  In-depth interviews and additional sources

The analysis of interview material and additional sources proceeded in three phases, combining
deductive, abductive, and inductive strategies. The first phase was guided by the themes
embedded in the semi-structured interview design, focusing on how respondents addressed
questions targeting specific dimensions, such as organizational structures and strategic choices

across different governments and shifting geopolitical contexts. This stage followed a
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deductive approach, moving from theoretical expectations—translated into interview
dimensions and subsequently into the coding of responses (e.g., applying codes such as

“international dimension” or “domestic dimension” influence).

A second phase drew on process tracing to reconstruct sequences of events, actions, and
reactions within interviewees’ narratives. The analysis extended beyond the content of
responses to questions to the narrative organization of events themselves. Attention was
directed not only to the information explicitly provided in the interviews but also to how
respondents assembled sequences of events in order to account for specific outcomes or
processes (Chanfrault-Duchet 1991, 77; della Porta, 2014: 251). This abductive approach
sought to identify surprising or ambiguous findings in the interviews and additional sources,
using them to refine or extend existing theoretical frameworks. It was guided by a processual
perspective attentive to temporalities and change, to the centrality of relations and interactions,

and to the mutually constitutive character of structure and agency.

Finally, a third phase of the analysis was inductive, coding recurrent narrative themes and
patterns that emerged across interviews—such as unanticipated alliances, new repertoires of
action, or evolving framings—even when these were not initially anticipated by theory.
Together, these three stages reflect the logic of the “extended case method” (Burawoy, 2009),
which, as interpreted by Wacquant (2025), begins from a strong theoretical commitment and

then returns from observations to theory with the goal of falsifying or extending it.

This three-phase analysis engaged directly with a central debate in processual methodology:
whether to privilege narrative approaches, which identify typical stories and recurring linkages,
or mechanism-based approaches, which specify causal mechanisms to explain outcomes and
build theory (Beach & Pedersen 2019; Bennett 2008; George & Bennett 2005; Checkel 2008).
Rather than treating these as mutually exclusive, the study combines them. Mechanism-based
process tracing helps identify sequences of causally linked actions, while narrative analysis
captures the interdependent, contextually embedded character of those sequences, with their

“multiple, time-related, and interwoven causalities” (Bidart et al. 2013; Neale 2021).

Finally, additional sources were incorporated to contextualize the Sunflower Movement and
capture variation in perspectives. Because fieldwork took place in 2024, the memory of the
occupation had already crystallized into dominant public narratives. Archival collections,
activist-produced publications, and commemorative practices provided alternative vantage
points, enabling a richer understanding of episodes that could not be investigated first-hand.
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Situating interviews within this broader ecology of sources allowed for triangulation, which in

turn reinforced the validity of the interpretations.

4.5 Reflections on fieldwork

Taiwan proved to be a relatively open and accessible environment for field-research. Having
previously conducted periods of study and research in mainland China and Hong Kong, I was

struck by the contrast. While access in those contexts was often restricted and tightly managed,

Taiwan provided a democratic setting where interactions with civil society, political elites, and
ordinary citizens were comparatively easier to arrange. This openness was reinforced by state-
led initiatives in “knowledge diplomacy,” through which the government actively promotes
international academic exchange. Fellowship programs sponsored by the Ministry of Education
and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs exemplify these efforts. One such program is the Taiwan
Fellowship, which I held in 2024. It enabled me to spend twelve months conducting fieldwork
as Visiting Research Fellow at the Department of Sociology at National Taiwan University,
making the research possible and facilitating my integration into local scholarly and policy

networks.

Language also played a central role in facilitating access to the field. Conducting interviews in
Mandarin enabled me to build rapport with participants directly, without the mediation of
translators, thereby fostering trust and producing richer conversations. At the same time, |
remained attentive to the sociolinguistic politics of speech in Taiwan. Having spent extended
periods of study in mainland China, my Mandarin initially carried pronunciations and
colloquialisms that might have marked me as an outsider. Over time, I consciously adapted my
speech to avoid expressions and tonal habits associated with the PRC, which might otherwise
have created distance or conveyed unintended political alignments. This linguistic adjustment
was not merely cosmetic but part of negotiating the subtleties of fieldwork in a highly

politicized environment, where language itself carries significant symbolic weight.

The challenges I encountered in the field were not primarily logistical but conceptual. A first
difficulty concerned the ways in which Taiwan is positioned in global discourse. Western
media and much of the academic debate often reduce Taiwan to a node in the U.S.—China
rivalry or cast it as a “beacon of democracy” in Asia. These narratives are both politically

consequential and risk oversimplifying a complex political and social landscape, where
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questions of independence and unification represent only the extremes of a much broader
spectrum, and where progressive politics cannot be reduced to this binary. As a White European
researcher, I had to remain attentive to how these external frames shaped my own assumptions,

the curiosity that drove my inquiries, and even the expectations of funders and institutions.

The association of social movement studies tradition with the pan-Green pro-DPP camp in
Taiwan meant that the field itself was already deeply entangled with identity politics and
geopolitical fault lines—dynamics in which I inevitably became a participant, however
reluctantly. Taiwan’s polarized public sphere added further complexity: as explained in further
detail in Chaper 3, the two dominant parties structure political debate around identity and

relations with China, reinforcing partisan divisions.

This polarization also created methodological challenges. Snowball sampling risked
reproducing echo chambers in which respondents reinforced each other’s views, thereby
limiting the diversity of perspectives captured. Toward the end of my fieldwork, I made a
conscious effort to “break the bubble” by reaching out to pan-Blue, pro-KMT actors with
experience of social movements. This was not straightforward: embedded in a largely Green
network, I found it difficult to secure interviews with individuals linked to the KMT. Moreover,
once I did, it became clear that some interlocutors approached foreign researchers with agendas
of their own, seeking opportunities to amplify narratives that had not been as effectively

promoted internationally as those of their DPP counterparts.

Navigating these challenges required an ongoing exercise in reflexivity. My interlocutors often
projected onto me the role of “ambassador,” someone expected to make Taiwan’s struggles
better known in Europe. Several explicitly stated that their motivation for speaking with me
was the hope that academic work could raise awareness of Taiwan’s precarious position and
push European policymakes to action. At times, they drew analogies with Ukraine or even
joked that I should open the first Taiwan Studies centre in Italy. Taiwan Studies centres abroad
have increasingly assumed a quasi-diplomatic role, operating within the framework of
Taiwan’s “knowledge diplomacy” by fostering international visibility, facilitating academic

exchange, and formally disentangling Taiwan from China Studies programmes.

Such remarks, while understandable from the perspective of activists seeking recognition of
Taiwan as an independent state (and often expressed in a light-hearted manner) underscored
the responsibility I carried as a foreign researcher whose presence was entangled with local
expectations. This perception shaped not only how I was received in the field but also how I
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understood my role in relation to the research, compelling me to balance empathy with critical

distance in representing Taiwan’s complex political reality.

These questions of representation became especially apparent in episodes observed during
fieldwork. In one illustrative case, activists and journalists disagreed over how information
should be managed during a large-scale protest. Some expressed concern about the accuracy
of the claims being circulated, while others prioritized unity and message’s effectiveness for
mobilisation over internal debate. For me as a researcher, such moments posed a clear ethical
dilemma. They highlight a central finding, in this case, that movements often privilege certain
framings at the expense of pluralism. Yet, recounting them in detail risks personalizing tensions

in ways that could expose and harm individuals or organizations.'?

My solution was to approach these episodes abstractly, treating them as “ethnographic objects”
in Wacquant’s sense of thick construction (2025). Rather than engaging in Geertz’s field
research strategy of “thick description” (1973), which seeks to render the layered fabric of
meaning that actors give to their practices, I assembled those meanings into heuristic objects

that approximate the real while remaining anchored in social structures and history.

This approach helped me avoid both “ethnographism”, the temptation to explain phenomena
solely through fieldwork encounters and respondents’ words (Wacquant, 2025: 2). It also
enabled me to steer clear of exposing respondents—some of whom have since become
friends—for their human mistakes or misapprehensions. Following Bourdieu’s injunction that
“a good scientific theory must include a sociology of what things are, and of the reasons why
they are not perceived as they are” (2015: 105), my aim was to observe without judgment and

to reconstruct these tensions as structural dynamics rather than personal failings.

4.6 Conclusion

This chapter has outlined the methodological foundations of the study, demonstrating how a
processual-relational ontology can be operationalized through a mixed-methods design.
Building on a sensitivity to temporality, interaction, and context, the research design sought to

overcome the limitations of static or single-level approaches by integrating Protest Event

121 return to similar illustrative episodes in the empirical analysis, where they are situated within the broader
patterns under study.
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Analysis (PEA), in-depth interviews, and qualitative content analysis of archival and other
sources. Each method serves a distinct function: PEA maps the rhythms and issue clusters of
contention; interviews reconstruct the perspectives, strategies, and organizational practices of
social movement actors; and additional sources capture both the internal diversity and longer-

term legacies of transformative events such as the Sunflower Movement.

In sum, the methodological approach developed here provides three main contributions. First,
it adapts PEA into a qualitative-relational tool suited to contexts where events are
interconnected and saturated with geopolitical meaning. Second, it advances a meso-level case
study logic in which interviews are understood not as samples but as vantage points onto
organizational trajectories. Third, it demonstrates the value of methodological pluralism for
capturing the interplay between context and agency in contentious politics. Together, these
strategies enable the study to move beyond the binaries of structure versus agency, quantitative

versus qualitative, and description versus theory.

Equally central has been the reflexive attention to positionality and fieldwork challenges. The
chapter highlighted how access, language, global discourses, and partisan polarization shaped
the conditions of knowledge production. These reflections underscore that methodology is not
simply technical but also political: researchers enter contested fields with their own symbolic
weight, facing dilemmas of representation, responsibility, and ethics. Treating fieldwork
encounters as “ethnographic objects” (even if not in a strictly ethnographic research design)

allowed tensions observed in the field to be analyzed structurally without personalizing them.

At the heart of this design lies an effort to reconcile methodological debates that often treat
structural mapping and interpretive analysis as alternatives. By combining quantitative
elements with qualitative depth, and mechanism-based process tracing with narrative
reconstruction, the study addresses both causal sequences and meaning-making practices. This
integrative strategy not only reflects recent debates in processual methodology but also extends

them by showing how mechanism-based and narrative approaches can be mutually reinforcing.

The following empirical chapters build directly on this foundation. Chapter 5 employs process
tracing to reconstruct the sequences of mobilization across the 2012-2016 and 2016-2020
periods, tracing how actions, reactions, and shifting contexts combined to shape trajectories of
contention. Chapter 6 complements this by examining the post-Sunflower era and its legacies
through narrative account focused on the meanings, framings, and practices that reveal how
actors themselves made sense of these processes. Taken together, the two chapters translate the
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methodological commitments outlined here into a substantive account of how Taiwan’s social
movements navigated and reshaped the nested arenas of domestic politics and international

contention.
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PART II. EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS

5 Chapter 5. Mapping the Process: Social Movements amid Changing (Geo)political

Landscape

5.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the empirical results of the Protest Event Analysis (PEA) and related
materials, tracing the evolution of contentious politics in Taiwan between 2012 and 2020 within
a shifting geopolitical and domestic landscape shaped by China’s rise, intensifying China—U.S.

rivalry, and the electoral transition from KMT to DPP governance.

The analysis follows the processual approach described in previous chapters, foregrounding
the ways in which mobilization unfolds through time as a sequence of interconnected phases
rather than a series of isolated episodes. By reconstructing the temporal dynamics of contention,
the chapter identifies key turning points and shifts in the broader mobilization cycle; most
notably the Sunflower Movement as a transformative peak of contention, followed by a period

of contraction and partial realignment.

This temporal mapping is enriched through a dual thematic lens that distinguishes between
mobilization linked to the “China factor” and mobilization around “social justice” issues. This
division allows the analysis to disentangle how Taiwan’s evolving geopolitical environment
shapes domestic contention. The temporal patterns highlighted through the PEA make visible
both moments when external pressures trigger protest activity directly, and moments when
geopolitical change indirectly reconfigures the terrain of social mobilization by filtering

through domestic political and institutional transformations.

The sequencing of events is thus not treated as a purely internal chronology but as a temporally
structured interplay between global and local forces. After outlining both aggregated and
disaggregated protest trends, the analysis introduces temporalities through the lens of a protest
cycle. Geopolitical pressures, Cross-Strait dynamics, and shifts in Taiwan’s governing
coalition are integrated into each phase of this cycle, with the aim of offering analytical depth

while maintaining chronological clarity.

Empirically, the analysis reveals a distinct temporal configuration. Between 2012 and 2016, an

exceptional wave of mobilization unfolded across multiple issue domains, culminating in the
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Sunflower Movement as a critical moment of convergence. In contrast, the period from 2016
to 2020 is marked by a pronounced decline in protest activity across most sectors, with the
labour movement as a notable exception. Strikingly, this downturn in contentious repertoires
coincides with escalating geopolitical pressures from China, raising a central puzzle: why do

protests decline even as external pressures intensify?

The chapter is organized as follows. Section 5.2 offers a bird-eye-view of Taiwan’s protest
landscape by first presenting aggregated trends from the PEA dataset and the bifurcation of
protest activity into social justice and the China factor. Then it disaggregates trajectories by
showing major themes within social-justice and China-factor mobilisation. Section 5.3
reframes these data as a protest cycle, distinguishing an initial phase (2012-2014), a peak
(2014-2016), and a decline (2017-2019), and tracing how issue frames and sectors interact
across these stages. Section 5.4 treats the Sunflower Movement as a transformative event that
fused parallel streams of contention, reconfigured political opportunity structures, and

reoriented both frames, repertoires, and movements relational fields.

52 Understanding Taiwan’s protest landscape: rythms and themes

5.2.1  Aggregated protest trends

The Protest Event Analysis (PEA) dataset provides a comprehensive overview of Taiwan’s
contentious politics between 2012 and 2020, capturing both the scale and thematic distribution
of protest activity during a period of significant political change.'? Over these eight years,
following the coding strategy presented in Chapter 4, a total of 1,044 protest events were
recorded, revealing clear cyclical dynamics characterized by phases of escalation, peak, and
decline which is visually shown in Figure 14. Protest activity rose steadily from 2012, reached
a high point in 2013 and 2016, and then gradually declined after the electoral transition of 2016,
hitting its lowest levels between 2018 and 2020.

13 The period of analysis runs from May 2012 to May 2020, aligning with Taiwan’s political calendar, as new
administrations officially assume office on May 20.
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Figure 14. Aggregated protest trends in Taiwan over the period of analysis.

The dataset allows for a meaningful disaggregation of protest events into two major thematic
domains. Since 2008, social movement issues in Taiwan have largely fallen into two categories
(Ho, 2024): social justice, encompassing campaigns as diverse as labor reforms, environmental
protection, gender and LGBT+ rights and indigenous rights. These issues constitute the core
axes of contention in domestic state—society relations. Mobilizations in this domain are
primarily driven by social and political grievances rooted within Taiwan, frequently

challenging state institutions, corporate actors, or specific policy agendas.

The second domain is anchored in geopolitical opportunity structures and centers on the China
factor, including protests focused on cross-Strait relations, questions of sovereignty, trade
agreements, and security concerns stemming from China’s growing political and economic
influence. These mobilizations are embedded in Taiwan’s unique geostrategic position and

reflect how international pressures intersect with domestic political dynamics.
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Figure 15. Protest Events in Taiwan disaggregated by “social justice” and “China factor”

themes.

Taken together, the aggregate levels of mobilization across these two domains serve two crucial
analytical functions. First, they allow us to deconstruct Taiwan’s image as a purely geopolitical
object of contention (The Economist, 2021; Wu, 2025), showing that social mobilization on
the island cannot be reduced to sovereignty and cross-Strait tensions alone. Protest activity is
equally shaped by issues rooted in domestic politics, revealing a vibrant and multifaceted civil
society. At the same time, although China factor protests constitute a numerical minority
compared with social-justice mobilizations, they nonetheless form a consistent and significant
share of overall protest activity, roughly one third of all recorded events between 2012 and
2016. This underscores that Taiwan’s geopolitical positioning constitutes a persistent and
meaningful lens for understanding patterns of collective action on the island. The next sections
examine these disaggregated temporal rhythms in greater detail, drawing on the PEA dataset
to disaggregate mobilization trends in social-justice and China-factor protests and to trace their

respective peaks, troughs, and interactions.

5.2.2  Disaggregated protest trends: social justice

Figure 16 shows the yearly counts of social justice—related protests across six issue areas from

2012 to 2020:

128



1. Environment/anti-nuclear power
2. Workers/labour rights

3. Land justice/housing

4. LBGTQ+ rights/marriage equality
5. Migrant/migrant workers’ right

6. Indigenous rights/transitional justice
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Figure 16. Number of domestically motivated protest events in Taiwan, disaggregated by

clusters of key issue areas.

A brief explanation of these categories follows, as each corresponds to a major social

movement campaign.
1. The campaign for nuclear phase-out

The environmental and anti-nuclear movement in Taiwan has long been deeply intertwined, a
relationship well documented in both the corpus of data and in the literature (Grano, 2015;
2017; Ho, 2018; Yun, 2018). This overlap is rooted in the early history of Taiwan’s nuclear
energy program, which began under U.S. influence in the 1950s following Eisenhower’s

“Atoms for Peace” initiative. In 1955, Taiwan established a cabinet-level Atomic Energy
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Council (AEC), and over the following two decades, nuclear energy was promoted as a symbol
of technological modernity and energy security. Between 1978 and 1985, three nuclear power
plants were inaugurated, each hosting two reactors, and collectively they once supplied over
half of Taiwan’s electricity. The program was closely aligned with U.S. strategic interests and
embedded in the KMT government’s authoritarian developmental state, which treated nuclear
energy as a tool of industrial modernization rather than a subject of public debate (Leng & Lin,

1993; Huang et al., 2021).

Yet this top-down approach also sowed the seeds of dissent. Siting reactors in densely
populated northern Taiwan, overlooking seismic risks, and concealing information about waste
storage, most notoriously on Orchid Island, home to the Tao Indigenous people, sparked local
resentment (Fan, 2007). After the Three Mile Island accident in 1979, a first wave of nuclear
skepticism emerged among liberal academics and opposition activists. By the mid-1980s, anti-
nuclear mobilization had become closely intertwined with Taiwan’s nascent democratization
movement, with figures like Lin Jun-yi, Chang Kow-lung, and Shi Shin-min forging ties
between environmental causes and opposition politics. The slogan “opposing nuclear energy
means opposing dictatorship” (fanhe shi weile fanducai B A% & % T R H3X ) encapsulated how
environmental contention became a vehicle for challenging authoritarianism. This early phase
laid the groundwork for an enduring alliance between environmentalists and political

opposition, shaping Taiwan’s partisan landscape for decades (Ho, 2003).

Fast-forwarding to the early 2010s, this historical legacy resurfaced powerfully. The
Fukushima nuclear disaster in 2011 reignited public anxiety and reactivated organizational
networks that had persisted since the 1980s. Between 2012 and 2014, environmental and anti-
nuclear protests became one of the most visible forms of collective action in Taiwan (Ho, 2014;
2018). Established groups such as the Taiwan Environmental Protection Union and Gongliao
residents, who came from a coastal district that was the planned site of Taiwan’s Fourth Nuclear
Power Plant (NPP4), were joined by newer civic alliances like Stop Nukes Now and the
Mothers’ Alliance for Climate Action. Their campaign, framed as a citizen-led movement,
mobilized around shared concerns about nuclear safety, environmental protection, and
government accountability. The 2013 nationwide demonstrations, which drew over 200,000
participants, represented a peak of mobilization. This momentum culminated in 2014, when
anti-nuclear activist Lin Yi-hsiung’s hunger strike and coordinated protests pressured the Ma

Ying-jeou administration to halt and mothball the NPP4 plant.
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After this high point, mass protest activity subsided, particularly as the DPP returned to power
in 2016 pledging to achieve a nuclear-free homeland by 2025. This commitment was
formalized in the 2017 amendment to the Electricity Act, which mandated the phase-out of
nuclear power generation by 2025. The movement’s center of gravity shifted away from street
demonstrations toward institutionalized forms of influence, including policy monitoring and
technical engagement in Taiwan’s energy transition (Grano, 2015). Activists increasingly
focused on the governance of renewable energy expansion and LNG infrastructure, often
mediating “green-on-green” conflicts over land use and ecological impacts (Chen, 2020). At
the same time, the anti-nuclear agenda was challenged by a new pro-nuclear mobilization,
which capitalized on concerns about energy security and organized around national referenda
in 2018 and 2021. This created a more polarized and contested energy landscape, requiring
environmentalists to both defend the 2025 phase-out and adapt their strategies to the shifting

political terrain.

By 2019 and 2020, protest activity had markedly declined due both to the changed political
opportunity structure and the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the movement’s influence
persisted through institutional channels. What began decades earlier as a politically charged
campaign against authoritarian energy policies had, by the end of the 2010s, evolved into an
influential actor embedded in Taiwan’s energy governance, shaping the transition away from
nuclear power and carrying forward the legacy of both environmentalism and democratization.
The long struggle of the anti-nuclear movement would then culminate on May 17, 2025, when
the NPP3-2 reactor was permanently shut down after 40 years of operation. With this act,
Taiwan achieved an important milestone in its long-standing goal of becoming a nuclear-free

homeland, producing zero electricity from nuclear fission.

This domestic trajectory, however, was never isolated from global and geopolitical currents.
From its inception in the 1950s, Taiwan’s nuclear program was closely entwined with U.S.
strategic interests, and these international dynamics continued to shape its eventual phase-out.
The 2025 achievement was the result of sustained pressure from a reform coalition of the
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) and civil society organizations, which pushed the Lai
government to honor its 2025 phase-out commitment. Yet the moment passed with little public
celebration. The Lai Ching-te administration deliberately avoided claiming credit, reflecting

concerns over potential power shortages and renewed pro-nuclear maneuvering by opposition
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parties. The U.S. recommendations to preserve nuclear energy as a strategic option in the event

of a military blockade might have also contributed to this caution. '

2. The labour movement and the campaign to shorten working hours

In the Protest Event Analysis (PEA), labour emerges as the most consistently mobilized sector
across the period, with a distinct peak between late 2016 and 2018 that closely mirrors the

trajectory of the campaign to shorten working hours.

Although the post-martial-law period had steadily expanded labour protections, excessively
long working hours remained a stubborn structural feature of Taiwan’s economy, particularly

in high-tech industries, where “selling liver” (maigan & #T) became shorthand for the trade-

off between health and income (Huang & Gao, 2015). This tension fed into renewed
mobilization in the 2010s, when the Tsai Ing-wen administration moved to implement a
statutory weekend through the “one regular leave day and one rest day” (1L1R) reform. Passed
in December 2016, the measure reduced weekly hours to 40 but eliminated seven national
holidays to maintain consistency, sparking sustained protest from labour and student groups.
The controversy intensified after the rest-day flexibility clause was added only at the bill’s third
reading, deepening distrust between the government and labour coalitions (interview with
Taiwan Labor Front policy researcher, 2024). The protest event data show that this moment
(2016—2018) corresponds to the highest concentration of labour protest events, amplified by

simultaneous resistance to pension reforms targeting veterans, civil servants, and teachers.

The movement’s internal dynamics reflected broader trends in Taiwan’s labour politics,
particularly divisions between the Chinese Federation of Labor (CFL) and the Taiwan
Confederation of Trade Unions (TCTU). The CFL, historically rooted in the KMT’s corporatist
structure, remained the largest federation with millions of members, maintaining close ties to
the political establishment and generally favouring moderate, negotiation-based approaches
(Ho, 2006; Lee, 2011). The TCTU, by contrast, emerged in the 1990s from independent union
struggles and opposition politics, positioning itself as more autonomous and reform-oriented,

though it was hampered by limited membership, internal factionalism, and weaker institutional

' Fieldnotes from the event “ [2024 A& K EHITHUE LEPKE | K E” [Forum on the Outlook and
Challenges of New Policies after Taiwan’s 2024 Presidential Election], held at the National Policy Research
Institute in Taipei on January 14, 2024.
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access. This asymmetry produced a fragmented labour landscape: while the CFL retained
organizational weight, it often lacked the will to push for confrontational strategies, whereas
the TCTU had the oppositional stance but not the scale to sustain large and prolonged
mobilization (Ho, 2014).

Amid this structural weakness of traditional unionism, new protest actors emerged, including
post-Sunflower youth activists who injected new protest repertoires, most notably cultural
jamming, a strategy of subverting and remixing official language, symbols, and rituals to
communicate political messages in a playful but sharply critical manner (Ho, 2020). This
approach was especially prominent during the 2017-2018 protests against the second revision
of the Labour Standards Act, when post-Sunflower youth activists mocked Premier Lai Ching-
te’s remark about workers “accumulating moral merit” by staging a satirical Buddhist
ceremony in front of the Executive Yuan, plastering “Merit Yuan” labels on street signs, and
shaving their heads as a form of ironic protest (Hsu & Huang, 2017). Cultural jamming allowed
activists without strong union affiliations to gain disproportionate media visibility, yet, this
tactic also reflected the broader fragmentation of the labour movement: while effective at
drawing attention, it was not embedded in a broader organizational structure capable of

sustaining leverage over policy outcomes.

As a result, hardline positions, particularly on restoring holidays and demanding two regular
leave days, often crowded out more moderate strategies, limiting coalition bargaining capacity.
Employers, meanwhile, pushed back against the costs and complexity of the reform, leading
Premier Lai Ching-te to advance a second Labour Standards Act revision in January 2018,
which loosened key constraints and effectively reversed much of the earlier progress. This
triggered another, more fragmented protest wave, but attempts to overturn the rollback through
referendum failed to clear endorsement thresholds, revealing the weakness beneath the
movement’s visible peak. From 2019 onwards, protest activity declined sharply, shaped both
by narrower political opportunities and the dampening effect of the COVID-19 pandemic,
while labour influence shifted toward institutional channels rather than disruptive street action.
In this period, wage increases rather than hours reform became the main axis of labour gains,
and the DPP’s 2018 backtracking left a lasting political cost, eroding support among younger

voters and creating space for new challengers, with 40% of those aged 20—29 favouring the
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third-force Taiwan People’s Party in 2024 (Ellis, 2024) who had conducted an electoral

campaign focusing more on the economy than on looming war with China.

The campaign to shorten working hours was also deeply embedded in Taiwan’s international
and geopolitical context, which both shaped and constrained the scope of labour reform.
Taiwan’s export-led development model, structured during the Cold War under strong U.S.
strategic and economic influence, relied on labour-intensive industries, weak collective
bargaining structures, and a cultural glorification of long working hours as a cornerstone of

national competitiveness (Wade, 1990).

This developmental legacy remained deeply embedded well into the 2010s. Policymakers—
including figures such as KMT’s Han Kuo-yu during his 2019 electoral campaign—and major
business associations contended that the 1L1R working-hour reform would undermine
Taiwan’s competitiveness in global markets. They argued that stricter labor regulations could
put Taiwan at a disadvantage relative to other East Asian economies, particularly South Korea
and China (American Chamber of Commerce Taipei, 2017). At the same time, the centrality
of the high-tech sector—especially TSMC, a critical node in the global semiconductor supply
chain and a strategic asset in U.S.—China competition—further reinforced this dependency.
TSMC is often called “the sacred mountain that protects the nation” (huguo shenshan 3% B #¥
1) or “silicon shield” (xidun %7 /&), a nickname reflecting the belief that the world’s leading
powers would deter China from launching military actions that could destabilize the island’s
pivotal role in the global supply chain. When TSMC sought to replicate its production model
overseas by establishing its Arizona factory in 2020, it quickly encountered resistance from
unionized American workers and stricter labour regulations (New York Times, 2024),
underscoring how the company’s high-intensity labour regime is deeply embedded in Taiwan’s

specific industrial relations and work culture.

These structural pressures narrowed the political space for ambitious labour protections, as
policymakers hesitated to impose stricter limits on working hours in sectors tied to strategic
exports. More broadly, Taiwan’s geopolitical precarity has long encouraged leaders to
prioritize economic performance and investor confidence as a pillar of national security, a
dynamic sometimes described as “developmental securitization” (Lee, 2020). In this context,

governments of all colours have repeatedly shied away from policies perceived as anti-business,
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fearing economic weakening or capital flight. This international dimension helps explain why,
even at the peak of mobilization in 20162018, labour reform encountered hard structural limits
and why the state ultimately sided with economic pragmatism over sustaining a robust labour

reform coalition.

3. The land justice movement and the campaign against forced evictions

Land issues have been a persistent source of contention in Taiwan since the authoritarian era.
In 1969, the KMT enacted the Zone Expropriation Act, empowering the Ministry of the Interior
to seize land for development. Land reform served multiple functions: consolidating KMT
political control, weakening Taiwanese landowning elites, empowering pro-KMT local faction,

and generating revenue for the central government (Chen 2017: 95).

The contemporary land justice movement emerged in the mid-2000s with the Losheng
Sanatorium struggle (2005-2007). Losheng, a historic leprosarium in Xinzhuang, was slated
for demolition to make way for an MRT (Mass Rapid Transit) station despite its cultural
significance and residents’ deep attachment to the site. Excluded from planning, residents and
allies—including students, artists, and intellectuals—framed their protests in terms of human
rights, social justice, environmental protection, and cultural preservation. Creative tactics such
as art installations, cosplay demonstrations, and marches drew national attention and led to
partial preservation of the site (Wang, 2019). More importantly, the Losheng struggle
established activist networks, repertoires, and rights-based discourses that shaped subsequent
land struggles. Land-related protests surged again during Ma Ying-jeou’s second term, peaking
between 2012 and 2014, coinciding with two high-profile expropriation cases: the Huaguang
Community eviction in Taipei and the Dapu Borough farmland demolition in Miaoli County.
These cases played a central role in producing the first major peak in protest activity recorded

in the PEA dataset.

The Huaguang Community, located near the Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall, was a
historically layered settlement on land once occupied by Taipei Prison during the Japanese
colonial period and later managed by the Ministry of Justice. Over decades, it became home to
Ministry employees, low-ranking KMT soldiers who fled China after 1949, and working-class
migrants from southern Taiwan. Though many structures were informal, the community was

long recognized in practice, with postal services, street numbers, and utility billing in place. In
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the early 2000s, however, the state moved to reclaim the land for redevelopment into “Taipei

Roppongi,” a commercial district modeled on Tokyo’s Roppongi.

In 2013, the Ministry of Justice initiated mass lawsuits and eviction proceedings against all
residents, imposing heavy fines for alleged illegal occupation. Six waves of forced demolitions
followed, displacing mostly elderly residents without meaningful relocation support. The
perceived harshness of the campaign triggered intense public backlash. Residents and young
activists organized highly visible protest actions, including marches, chaining themselves to
buildings, blocking excavators, and confronting police forces. Extensive media coverage
amplified the issue, stimulating broader debates over housing rights, urban redevelopment, and
transitional justice in post-authoritarian Taiwan. The Huaguang protests also became a key
mobilizing moment for a new generation of activists, some of whom would later play central

roles in the Sunflower Movement (Chen, 2017).

Alongside Huaguang, the Dapu Borough incident in Miaoli County became one of the most
symbolically significant land expropriation struggles in Taiwan. The conflict began in June
2010, when Miaoli County Commissioner Liu Cheng-hung ordered the excavation of farmland
without prior notice to make way for the Jhunan Science Park expansion. Although the county
claimed legal authority, several farmers still held land deeds. Images of destroyed crops
provoked public outrage, and tensions deepened when 73-year-old farmer Chu Feng-min
committed suicide, forcing Premier Wu Den-yih to intervene. After temporary arbitration
allowed some residents to keep their land, the conflict reignited in June 2013, when new

demolition orders targeted remaining households.

On 5 July 2013, county authorities forcibly demolished four homes—including the Chang
family’s small pharmacy, which served as both home and livelihood—while hundreds of
protesters gathered in Taipei. Images of the demolition, clashes with police, and the Changs’
distress spread rapidly, sparking mass public anger. The case became a rallying point under the
slogan: “Today Dapu, tomorrow the government” (jintian Dapu, mingtian zhengfu 5 X K3#,
B X BUR). Dapu residents, supported by students, academics, and social movement groups,
launched sustained and creative protests: mass demonstrations at the Executive Yuan and
Presidential Office, all-night vigils on Ketagalan Boulevard, guerrilla actions, planting crops
in front of government buildings, and egging KMT headquarters. In one particularly famous
action, protesters disguised themselves as Chinese tourists to enter the Executive Yuan and
throw red paint balloons. The Dapu movement crystallized grievances over state-led
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expropriation, unresponsive governance, and elite-oriented development projects. It united
rural residents, urban youth, and established social networks, demanding apologies, land

restitution, corruption investigations, and amendment of the Land Expropriation Act.

The surge in land-related mobilization also contained the seeds of later transformation. Many
activists, networks, and discourses forged during these struggles gradually migrated from the
streets into institutional arenas after the protest peak of 2012-2014. The decline after 2016
reflects several factors: the conclusion of key conflicts, the opening of new political channels
following the DPP’s electoral victory, and the entrance of longstanding land justice advocates
like Tsai Pei-hui into the Legislative Yuan. Yet, legal reforms remained limited. The 2012
amendments to the Land Expropriation Act did not substantively address the structural
problems underlying the protests. No major reparations were provided to displaced
communities, and legal standards for defining “public interest” or mandating public

consultation remained weak.

Rather than collapsing, the movement reoriented. Land justice activists strengthened cross-
sectoral alliances, most notably through the Taiwan Alliance for Victims of Urban Renewal
(TAVUR), which brought together environmental groups such as the Green Citizens’ Action
Alliance, urban justice advocates, and the sex workers’ movement. This horizontal alliance
reflected a broader discursive shift: forced eviction came to be framed as a democratic and
rights-based issue (Chen H.Y., 2014). While the movement struggled to build vertical
coalitions with the state, it succeeded in forging lateral networks across civil society, ensuring

its continued reproducation through other struggles.

This revival of land activism was also shaped by international dynamics. In 2009, Ma’s
government incorporated the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) into domestic
law. These covenants provided activists with a normative and legal repertoire to frame forced
evictions as violations of fundamental human rights, particularly the right to adequate housing.
This human rights framing lowered the threshold for mobilization and strengthened activists’
moral and legal claims in public and judicial arenas. At the same time, struggles like Huaguang
were embedded in cross-Strait economic and geopolitical currents: the cleared neighborhood
was earmarked for high-end redevelopment projects designed to attract international—
especially Chinese—tourists. As Rowen (2023: 71 — 99) argues, a distinctive feature of this era

was the organization of mainland Chinese tour groups in ways that rendered the island familiar
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and accessible, symbolically integrating Taiwan into a shared cultural and economic space. This
linked urban redevelopment to cross-Strait economic integration policies under Ma’s
administration, amplifying public anxieties over tourism from the PRC, economic dependence,

and sovereignty.

4. The queer movement and the campaign for marriage equality

In the Protest Event Analysis (PEA), marriage equality stands out as one of the most visible
and polarized issue areas, with a pronounced surge in contention from 2016 to 2019. Although
Taiwan’s queer movement dates to the 1990s, and even before to pioneers like Chi Chia-wei,
an activist who publicly came out in the 1980s and became the first person to legally challenge
the state’s refusal to recognize same-sex marriage, mobilization before the 2010s centered on

cultural visibility and anti-discrimination rather than legal marriage.

The pivotal moment in this period of analysis occurred after Tsai Ing-wen’s 2016 election
victory, when Taiwan’s major political forces briefly aligned around marriage equality reform.
In late 2016, the DPP, the New Power Party (NPP), and some KMT legislators introduced
proposals to amend the Civil Code. This early momentum soon encountered strong resistance
from a rapidly expanding conservative countermovement rooted in church networks. As
divisions within the DPP grew over whether to amend the Civil Code or to enact a separate
special law for same-sex partnerships, legislative progress stalled. The stalemate was broken
on May 24, 2017, when the Constitutional Court issued Interpretation No. 748, ruling that
excluding same-sex couples from marriage was unconstitutional and ordering the government

to provide a remedy within two years.

What followed was an intense, bidirectional protest cycle. LGBT+ groups mobilized around
the demand for full inclusion in the Civil Code, rallying under the slogan “special law is
discrimination” (zhuanfa ji qishi % %BP#%4%) while conservative organizations launched a
nationwide campaign for referendums. Qualitative PEA data clearly reveal this movement—
countermovement dynamic: between 2016 and 2018, LGBT+ groups accounted for 53 percent
of all marriage equality-related protest events, while coalitions of conservative organizations
were responsible for the remaining 47 percent. This near-even distribution highlights the high
degree of polarization surrounding the issue at the time, which culminated in a series of national

referendums held in November 2018. Voters were presented with competing initiatives: three
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proposals backed by conservative “protect the family” coalitions, and several counter-
proposals supported by LGBTQ+ groups. The conservative initiatives prevailed. The
successful measures affirmed a heterosexual definition of marriage within the Civil Code,
directed the legal recognition of same-sex unions into a separate framework outside the Code,
and opposed LGBTQ-inclusive education. In contrast, LGBTQ-backed proposals advocating
for equal marriage and inclusive curricula were defeated. These outcomes highlight the gap

between the movement’s high public visibility and its limited mass support at the time.

The referendum defeat forced a tactical recalibration. With the Court’s deadline approaching
and the Civil Code path effectively blocked for two years due to the referendum’s outcome,
party and movement actors converged in early 2019 on a compromise. They agreed to support
the Act for Implementation of Judicial Yuan Interpretation No. 748—a deliberately neutral title,
chosen in place of the more explicit name mentioning same-sex marriage favored by
progressive campaigners. Brokered through dense shuttle diplomacy between Executive Yuan
staff and coalition figures (Ho, forthcoming), the bill granted marriage via a special law,
extended most spousal rights mutatis mutandis, and sidestepped flashpoints (e.g., joint adoption
of non-biological children) to minimize backlash (Taiwan Equality Campaign, 2021: 157).
Despite internal dissent within all camps, coordinated whipping in the DPP caucus and
selective cross-party votes secured passage on May 17, 2019. Same-sex marriage registration

began May 24, making Taiwan the first in Asia to legalize marriage equality.

Movement—party negotiations also help explain the decline in protest activity after its peak, as
the issue became increasingly institutionalized and street contention subsided. By 2019,
marriage equality had moved from disruptive protest to a phase focused on governance and
addressing the remaining legal and social gaps. International marriage barriers were gradually
eased, including cross-strait recognition in 2024, and joint adoption rights were extended to
same-sex spouses in 2023. These incremental gains, achieved through institutional channels
and litigation rather than mass mobilization, reflect the broader trajectory captured in the PEA:
a sharp rise in street contention around 20162018, followed by rapid institutionalization and

a shift toward lower-salience, rights-equalization efforts (Taiwan Equality Campaign, 2021).

Throughout the queer movement trajectory, the international dimension remained a significant,
if often implicit, force shaping the marriage equality campaign. From the outset, the movement

drew symbolic and strategic strength from global developments—such as early legalizations in
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Europe and North America—which served as reference points in public discourse and
advocacy framing. For instance, activists frequently cited the legalization of same-sex marriage
in countries like the Netherlands (2001), Canada (2005), and the United States (2015) to
demonstrate both the global momentum toward equality and the compatibility of marriage
reform with democratic norms. After democratic consolidation, Taiwan’s status as a liberal
democracy in East Asia positioned marriage equality not only as a domestic civil rights demand
but also as a marker of its international image and soft power, often invoked by both activists

and political elites to underscore democratic distinctiveness vis-a-vis China (Jung, 2024).

At the same time, geopolitical considerations placed concrete limits on reform. Same-sex
marriages between Chinese and Taiwanese nationals were deliberately excluded from the 2019
law and only gained legal recognition in 2024. Even then, the procedure remained more
onerous than for marriages involving other foreign nationals, underscoring how heightened
cross-strait tensions and national security concerns shaped the contours of legal change
(interview with TAPCPR Secretary General, December 2024). In this sense, the campaign for
marriage equality was never solely a domestic struggle over rights and recognition but also a

site where Taiwan’s global positioning and geopolitical constraints intersected.
5. Migrant rights and the campaign against the brokerage system

Since the early 1990s, when Taiwan formally opened its labor market to migrant workers from
Southeast Asia, the private brokerage system has sat at the heart of the country’s migration
regime. Under this system, private intermediary agencies in both sending and receiving
countries manage recruitment, placement, and employment procedures, charging migrant
workers high upfront fees and monthly “service” payments in exchange for arranging jobs and
handling administrative processes. These costs are substantial: migrant workers often pay
between NT$60,000 and NT$200,000 in pre-employment and service fees, and are further
burdened with monthly charges (Ministry of Labor ROC, 2017). While brokers claim these
fees cover support with work and daily life, they charge employers little or nothing, shifting
the financial burden almost entirely onto workers (Migrants Empowerment Network in Taiwan,

2023).

Over the years, the government introduced limited, piecemeal reforms, most notably the
establishment of the Direct Hiring Service Center (DHSC) in 2007. The DHSC was designed
to allow employers to recruit migrant workers directly without going through private brokers.
In theory, this system aimed to lower recruitment costs, reduce migrants’ financial dependence
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on intermediaries, and curb exploitative practices. In practice, however, its impact has been
minimal: the process is often viewed as too complex and time-consuming, leading employers
to continue relying on brokerage agencies. By 2018, only 1.13% of employers had used the
DHSC (Control Yuan, ROC 2019). Meanwhile, the government only modestly relaxed
restrictions on changing employers and slightly expanded oversight mechanisms. As a result,
the vast majority of workers have remained dependent on brokers, facing steep recruitment
debts and enduring barriers to labor mobility. This slow and partial reform trajectory has fueled
growing frustration among migrant communities, who increasingly view the brokerage system

itself as the structural source of their precarity (Ling & Chen, 2025).

Migrant worker mobilization reached a new peak during Tsai Ing-wen’s presidency,
particularly around 2018, when migrant-led and allied organizations developed the capacity to
mount highly visible, coordinated, and sustained campaigns, though these actions largely
remained within migrant and activist circles and did not expand into large-scale mobilization.
Tsai’s 2016 election platform, which emphasized labor rights and social justice, initially raised
expectations among migrant communities for meaningful regulatory reform. Her
administration’s New Southbound Policy, which aimed to strengthen ties with South and
Southeast Asian countries, further amplified these hopes by positioning Taiwan—at least

rhetorically—as a partner attentive to migrant workers’ welfare (Newcomb, 2017).

Yet these expectations quickly collided with the limited political will of the ruling DPP. The
Tsai administration repeatedly defended the broker system as a “market necessity,” signaling
lack of political will to foster deeper structural reform (Sang & Cheng, 2022). Against this
backdrop, accumulated grievances met with strong organizational expression. By 2018,
networks such as Taiwan International Workers Association, Serve the People Association
(SPA), Taiwan Association for Human Rights (TAHR), Seamen’s/Fishermen’s Service Center
(SFSC), Environmental Justice Foundation (EJF), Greenpeace Taiwan, and the Yilan Migrant
Fishermen’s Union (YMFU) had coordinated into a campaign on the issue. Regular marches
at Taipei Main Station, synchronized protests, and unified messaging around key demands such
as abolishing brokerage, expanding direct hiring, and enabling free employer transfers

transformed the movement into a visible political force.

This domestic ferment was amplified by international dynamics. In the mid-2010s, global
attention to forced labor and recruitment debt intensified, with the ILO (General Assembly,

United Nations, 2018), U.S. Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Report, and origin-country
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governments increasing pressure on Taiwan to address systemic vulnerabilities. High-profile
cases of abuse in the fisheries sector drew mainstream media coverage and widened public
awareness of migrant workers’ demands. Simultaneously, governments such as Indonesia and
the Philippines began renegotiating recruitment frameworks, adding geopolitical weight to
calls for reform and strengthening activists’ leverage (Mekong Migration Network, 2020; Wu

and Lee, 2026).

Crucially, this movement upsurge coincided with a politically sensitive moment: the Tsai
administration’s midterm elections in late 2018. Migrant rights groups recognized this window
of leverage and strategically intensified their mobilization to push for reforms at a time when
the government was most responsive to public pressure and external scrutiny. The peak of
protests in 2018 thus emerged from the intersection of long-standing structural grievances, a
now mature and well-organized movement, mounting international accountability pressures,
and domestic political timing. This confluence not only produced the largest and most visible
wave of mobilization in the history of Taiwan’s migrant labor movement but also reframed the
political debate—shifting it from incremental welfare adjustments toward a systemic critique
of the broker-dominated migration regime itself, a critique that continues to shape migrant

rights struggles in Taiwan today.
6. Indigenous rights and the campaign for ancestral land reclamation

Taiwan’s indigenous-rights contention in the 2010s crystallized around two parallel themes:
transitional justice and the reclamation of ancestral land. Transitional justice refers to state-led
efforts to address and repair injustices committed during the authoritarian KMT era through
truth-seeking, accountability mechanisms, and institutional reforms. A central element of this
agenda was the recovery of ill-gotten party assets, the object of which was stripping the KMT
of resources accumulated during the authoritarian period at the expense of the broader

population (Chang-Liao & Chen, 2019).

The second core issue, the reclamation of ancestral land, has been a central mobilizing force
for Taiwan’s Indigenous peoples since the late 1980s and early 1990s, when the “Return Our
Land” campaigns brought land struggles to national attention. These claims targeted territories
seized under successive colonial regimes—Qing, Japanese, and KMT—that were often
converted into state or private property without Indigenous consent. For activists, land
reclamation is not merely about recovering economic resources but about historical justice,
cultural survival, and the recognition of Indigenous sovereignty. It is at the intersection of these
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two agendas—state-led transitional justice and Indigenous demands for territorial restitution—
that contention intensified, when official reform measures fell far short of Indigenous

expectations.

In the PEA, protest activity remains stable over time but peaks in 2017, coinciding with the
Legislative Yuan’s review and eventual passage, on December 5, 2017, of the Act on
Promoting Transitional Justice. While the law targeted KMT-era authoritarian abuses and
created a statutory Transitional Justice Commission, indigenous groups judged it insufficient,
since it sidelined centuries of settler-colonial dispossession and provided no robust, statutory
pathway for land redress. That same year the Executive Yuan rolled out demarcation guidelines
for “traditional areas” that were to be redressed to the indigenous population but crucially
limited recognition to public land, excluding extensive privately held tracts across the east coast,
traditionally inhabited by indigenous people, and elsewhere. This narrow definition ignited a
sustained wave of protest: beginning February 23, 2017, prominent indigenous figures such as
singer-activist Panai Kusui and allies launched the long encampment of the Indigenous
Transitional Justice Classroom (yuanzhuan xiaojiaoshi JF A% K 7 ¥ A £ & )3 £ ) on
Ketagalan Boulevard (later moved to 228 Park), combining night-and-day occupation with

teach-ins, performance, and legal/political education.

The 2017-2018 peak is the result of longer processes. Tsai Ing-wen’s apology on behalf of the
State on August 1, 2016, and the creation of a presidential Indigenous Historical Justice and
Transitional Justice Committee raised expectations of a coalition for reform, yet administrative

pushback and lobbying by lowland property interests (Pingquanhui -F # € ) led to the

Executive’s exclusion of private land—shrinking mapped “traditional territories” from the
Council of Indigenous People’s earlier ~1.8 million hectares survey to roughly 800,000

hectares.

Protests sought to restore the broader territorial scope and reaffirm the principle of free, prior,
and informed consent (FPIC) beyond public land. FPIC is a United Nations principle requiring
that Indigenous communities be fully informed, genuinely consulted, and free to grant or deny
consent prior to any development, resource extraction, or land-use activity on their traditional
lands (United Nations, 2007). Under mounting pressure, the government took only limited
institutional steps: by mid-2018, it designated two traditional territories (Atayal in Wulai and
Thao around Sun Moon Lake). The latter quickly provoked a fierce backlash from local non-
Indigenous business interests, even though it involved only public land, and the Thao
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designation was annulled in early 2019 for insufficient consultation. This episode deepened
executive caution and led to an effective freeze on further territorial declarations, even as
village-level assertions—such as those by Truku in Tongmen, Rukai in Dalumake, and Amis
coastal communities—multiplied and litigation efforts continued to chip away at institutional

bottlenecks.

From 2019-2020, contention shifted from street peaks to institutionalized, slower-burn arenas.
The central government offered procedural compensations (e.g., streamlining privatization of
reservation plots; thousands of hectares titled to indigenous individuals), while keeping
distance from politically explosive “traditional territory” expansions. Movement energy
remained culturally visible through the Transitional Justice Classroom and allied networks, but
the coalition path with the DPP was largely closed—mirroring the labor case—leaving activists
to pursue long-horizon legal, administrative, and community-mapping strategies rather than
expecting a comprehensive legislative fix. Looking beyond the timeframe of this analysis, the
encampment lasted to May 2024, and only in January 2025 did new traditional-territory
recognitions reappear—underscoring how the 2017 confrontation set a ceiling on reform that

persisted through Tsai’s second term.

The indigenous land-rights struggle in Taiwan also carries a distinct but often understated
international dimension, which has shaped both the language of claims and the strategies of
mobilization. Since the early 2000s, Indigenous activists and legal advocates have increasingly
drawn on international Indigenous rights frameworks, most notably the UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), even though Taiwan is not a UN member. These
global norms—especially the principle of free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC)—became
crucial tools for framing domestic claims in a language of universal rights and justice, helping
to legitimize demands for territorial restitution in both legal and political arenas. International
human rights discourses were also selectively embraced by reformist actors within the DPP,
particularly around Tsai Ing-wen’s 2016 apology, which mirrored truth and reconciliation

processes in countries like Australia and Canada.

Yet, this international framing often remained more symbolic than operational, limited by
Taiwan’s diplomatic isolation and the political sensitivity of land claims. Without access to
international adjudication or treaty bodies, Indigenous activists relied primarily on domestic
legal and political channels, using transnational language to bolster moral authority rather than

enforceable obligations. The result was a dual dynamic: international norms shaped
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expectations and movement rhetoric, but the actual scope of reform was ultimately determined
by domestic political calculations— the DPP’s strategic use of transitional justice against its

KMT rival and the opposition from property owners.

The international dimension of Taiwan’s indigenous struggle is not limited to transnational
rights norms like UNDRIP or FPIC, but is also deeply intertwined with Taiwan’s geopolitical
positioning and nation-building project. Since democratization, and especially under DPP
administrations, indigeneity has been strategically mobilized to articulate a Taiwanese national
identity distinct from that of the PRC. Although more than 95% of Taiwan’s population is of
Han Chinese acenstry (Hoklo, Hakka, and other Han groups), DPP leaders have increasingly
highlighted the island’s Austronesian heritage to underscore its non-Chinese origins (Y. Teo,
2024). Indigeneity offers Taiwan a rare, internationally legible narrative for asserting a distinct
political identity without directly invoking sovereignty claims that could provoke Beijing.
Consequently, indigenous transitional justice and territorial restitution have been incorporated
into cultural and museum policies (see, for example, the National Museum of Taiwan History
in Chen Y., 2025). Yet this instrumentalization generates tension: Indigenous symbols are
elevated for nation-branding, while material land redistribution remains constrained by

entrenched domestic interests.

5.2.3 Disaggregated protest trends: China factor

Figure 17 illustrates the yearly distribution of China factor—related protests across two key issue

areas: Cross-Strait relations and sovereignty.
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Figure 17. Number of China-factor motivated protest events in Taiwan, disaggregated by

clusters of key issue areas..

These two categories capture distinct types of political contention. The Cross-Strait relations
category includes protests responding directly to developments in official relations between
Taiwan and China—such as visits, China-owned business operation in Taiwan, and policy
agreements'>—as well as indirectly related events with implications for the “One country, two
systems” framework. As explained in Chapter 3, this formula, originally proposed by China as
a model for unification with Taiwan, was applied in Hong Kong and has long been viewed with
suspicion by many on the island. As a result, political developments in Hong Kong, such as
democratic protests or Beijing’s tightening control, often trigger solidarity demonstrations or

anti-China mobilizations in Taiwan.

In contrast, the sovereignty and independence category involves protests aimed at pressuring
the Taiwanese government to strengthen Taiwan’s status and visibility on the international
stage. This can include campaigns demanding entry into international organizations, greater
participation in global governance, or efforts to change the name under which Taiwan is
represented abroad—for example, replacing “Chinese Taipei” with “Taiwan” in sporting

events or diplomatic forums.

15 For more details see Chapter 4.
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1. Three campaigns against deepening Cross-strait relations

The trajectory of Cross-Strait relations—related protests reveals how rising public concern over
Beijing’s expanding economic and political influence translated into escalating waves of

mobilization between 2012 and 2015.

This sequence begins with the Want Want dispute in 2012, a pivotal episode that exposed how
China was exerting indirect political influence in Taiwan through economic means and local
collaborators. The Want Want Group—a Taiwanese conglomerate whose revenues were
overwhelmingly generated in China—had acquired several major media outlets, including the
China Times, and sought to purchase Homeplus Digital Co., Ltd., Taiwan's second-largest
cable TV provider. These moves, coupled with the group’s perceived adoption of a pro-China
editorial stance (Higgins, 2012), sparked widespread concern. Subsequent investigations
uncovered instances of paid news and embedded marketing designed to amplify Chinese
government narratives in Taiwanese media (Chang, 2014: 24). Consequent concerns over
media freedom triggered the Anti-Media Monopoly Movement, led largely by students and
civic groups, who warned against the “Hong Kongization” of Taiwan’s media environment.'®
In September 2012, nearly 10,000 people protested at the headquarters of the Want Want China
Times in Wanhua, Taipei, marking the beginning of a broader wave of mobilization against

what was increasingly framed as the “China factor” in domestic politics (Wu, 2016).

These concerns intensified with the Sunflower Movement in March—April 2014, the most
significant episode of mass mobilization in contemporary Taiwan. The movement was sparked
by the Kuomintang (KMT) government’s attempt to ratify the Cross-Strait Service Trade
Agreement (CSSTA), which would liberalize Taiwan’s service sector to Chinese investment,
without undergoing the previously agreed transparent legislative review. This procedural
bypass gave rise to the widely used term “black box™ (hei xiang), which came to symbolize the

lack of democratic oversight and public participation in policymaking.

For many activists, the CSSTA was not simply a trade agreement. Rather, it was perceived as
a vehicle through which Beijing could deepen Taiwan’s economic dependence and, by
extension, increase its political leverage. The agreement was emblematic of Beijing’s “business

model of united front work”—a strategy that uses economic instruments such as cross-Strait

16 This term refers to the perceived creeping influence of the Chinese government over local media, following a
pattern similar to what occurred in Hong Kong after the 1997 handover (see Scobell & Gong, 2016).
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business networks, capital flows, and investment incentives to cultivate influence over local
elites, media, and political decision-making (Hickey 2009; Mengin, 2015; Wu, 2016).
Protesters feared that this asymmetric economic relationship, in which Taiwan’s economy is
far more dependent on China than the other way around, would erode democratic accountability
and increase the island’s structural vulnerability to Beijing’s pressure. In response, Sunflower
activists occupied the Legislative Yuan for 23 days, mobilizing students, civic groups, and
NGOs around a central demand: that any engagement with China must be subject to democratic
scrutiny (interview with Black Island National Youth Front leader, April 2024). In doing so,
the movement not only blocked the immediate passage of the CSSTA but also pushed questions
of Cross-Strait relations, transparency, and how to deal democratically with foreign threats to

the center of national debate.

The Anti-Black Box Curriculum Movement in 2015 represented a continuation and evolution
of these mobilization dynamics. This wave of protests emerged in opposition to Sinocentric
adjustments to Taiwan's high school curriculum. Proposed textbook changes sought to promote
a pro-China narrative, including portraying Taiwan as part of China as a consequence of the
KMT’s Chinese nationalist standpoint. The protest escalated dramatically following the death
of Lin Kuan-Hua, a student detained during the initial demonstrations, which galvanized public
outrage and intensified student action. On July 23, protesters attempted to occupy the Ministry
of Education, and by July 30 they had seized control of its courtyard, maintaining the
occupation for a week. High school students demanded the withdrawal of the revisions and the
resignation of Education Minister Wu Se-Hwa. Beyond opposing specific policy changes, the
movement reflected growing anxieties that Beijing’s influence was penetrating not only

Taiwan’s economy and media but also its cultural and educational spheres (Hioe, 2015).

Together, these three episodes, the Want Want dispute, the Sunflower Movement, and the
Anti-Black Box Curriculum protests, illustrate a cumulative cycle of contention. Each
successive wave of mobilization responded to different expressions of the same underlying
dynamic: the perception that China, leveraging economic asymmetry and united front networks,
was incrementally encroaching on Taiwan’s democratic autonomy and shaping its domestic
landscape amid the Ma administration’s complacency. This layered process helps explain the
sharp peak in Cross-Strait relations—related protests between 2012 and 2015, during which
public resistance to Beijing’s indirect influence reached unprecedented levels. The cycle

culminated with protests against the Ma—Xi meeting in Singapore in 2015, during which
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demonstrators stormed the airport. By 2016, however, protests related to the China factor had
sharply declined. A brief resurgence in 2019 reflected solidarity actions with Hong Kong
during the extradition bill crisis, when many in Taiwan viewed developments in Hong Kong
as a warning about the risks of closer integration with Beijing. By 2020, Cross-Strait protests

had nearly disappeared.
2. Two campaigns to push for international recognition

Sovereignty and independence—related protests, in contrast, show an opposite trajectory. While
noticeably fewer in number overall, they gained prominence after 2016, peaking in 2016-2017
shortly after Tsai Ing-wen took office. Unlike Cross-Strait protests, these mobilizations are
proactive rather than reactive: they pressure the government to strengthen Taiwan’s
international status and visibility, often in defiance of Beijing’s efforts to isolate the island
diplomatically. A prominent example was the “Name Rectification for the Tokyo Olympics”
campaign, which sought to replace the term “Chinese Taipei” with “Taiwan” in international
sporting events, directly challenging the linguistic and symbolic legacy of Beijing’s claims
over Taiwan. Led by Chi Cheng, an Olympic bronze medalist in the 80m hurdles at the 1968
Mexico City Olympics and by pro-independence civic groups such as the Formosa Alliance,
the campaign successfully gathered enough signatures to place a national referendum on the
ballot in November 2018. However, the proposal ultimately failed to pass. The main argument
raised by opponents was that such a move could provoke Beijing to pressure the International
Olympic Committee to revoke Taiwan’s membership, thereby preventing Taiwanese athletes

from competing in the Olympics.

The second notable rise in 2020 came amid the Covid-19 pandemic, when activists mobilized
around calls for Taiwan’s participation in global health governance such as the World Health
Assembly, despite Beijing’s diplomatic obstruction. This push coalesced around the global
social media campaign #TaiwanCanHelp, which highlighted Taiwan’s successful containment
of the virus, its capacity to contribute medical expertise, and its donations of masks and medical
supplies to countries in need. Taiwan’s provision of personal protective equipment and
consistent messaging made Taiwan’s value tangible to partners in Central and Eastern Europe,
while in the United States it spurred a notable rise in both public and congressional support
(Smeltz and Kafura, 2021). Civil society groups, government agencies, and international

supporters amplified the campaign, which not only sought to challenge Taiwan’s exclusion
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from international organizations but also projected a positive vision of Taiwan as a responsible

global actor.

Taken together, these protest trajectories reveal two different but interrelated dimensions of the
China factor. Cross-Strait protests tend to erupt at critical junctures, when Beijing intensifies
efforts to extend its economic and political reach through Taiwanese business networks, media
influence, or direct engagement. These protests are largely reactive in nature, often triggered
when Taiwan’s domestic government is perceived as being aligned with Beijing’s interests, as
during the Ma Ying-jeou administration. Sovereignty protests, by contrast, are more proactive
and identity-driven, rooted in a broader social and generational shift toward asserting Taiwan’s
international presence. They are more likely to occur when the government is seen as an ally—
such as under the DPP—creating the perception that it can be pushed to do more to advance
Taiwan’s cause globally. However, their broader political traction remains constrained by
Beijing’s diplomatic strength and the tangible costs of challenging the status quo, which temper

public support despite the persistence of such movements.

53 Taiwan’s mobilisation as a protest cycle

Having presented the PEA data both aggregated and disaggregated by thematic master frames,
the next step is to recast these protest events along the temporal dimension of a protest cycle.
Whereas the previous sections highlighted the volume and issue composition of protest activity,
organizing the data by phases of mobilization and demobilization makes it possible to trace
how these different streams of contention interacted and evolved over time. This temporal lens
highlights periods of escalation, peak, and decline, allowing to see how campaigns linked to
the China factor and those centered on social justice were not isolated phenomena but interacted
with one another within broader protest cycles. The cyclical perspective also sheds light on
how protest momentum builds and transforms, how issue frames travel between movements,
and how political opportunities, threat perceptions, and state responses shape the rhythm of

mobilization.

5.3.1  Theinitial phase (2012 —2014)

The early phase of the protest cycle saw consistent activity driven by major social movements
directly shaped by the "China factor", including the Anti-Media Monopoly Movement (2011—
2014) (Wu, 2016). Groups like the Youth Alliance Against Media Monster, with ties to
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National Taiwan University and future Sunflower Movement leaders Lin Fei-fan, Chen Wei-
ting, and Huang Kuo-chang, as well as the Association of Taiwan Journalists, highlighted
threats to media independence, culminating in protests such as the September 2012 rally of
nearly 10,000 participants, reflecting dissatisfaction with the Ma administration’s failure to
protect media freedom. In this phase, movements also mobilized around social justice issues,
particularly against government-led urban development evictions. Cases like the Shaoxing and
Huaguang Communities, the Dapu incident, and efforts to save the Losheng Sanatorium drew
students into activism, forming early connections with social movements that later fed into the

Sunflower Movement (Daybreak Project, 2017b).

Ahead of the Sunflower Movement, Taiwanese youth also increasingly engaged in labor
activism. From 2012 to 2014, they supported laid-off workers displaced by automation and
factory closures, including dramatic protests and strikes, like those by the Hualong Textile
Company workers. Additionally, the Youth Labor Union 95 pushed for higher minimum wages
and unionization in service sectors, inspired by global movements like the "Fight for $15" (Lin,
2015). This culminated in the impactful 929 Citizen Action Alliance demonstration in 2013,

marking a significant rise in youth-driven labor activism.

Finally, anti-nuclear activism also resurged ahead of the Sunflower Movement, driven by post-
Fukushima safety concerns and renewed energies within organizations (Ho, 2014). Groups like
the Green Citizens Action Alliance, traditionally rooted in student activism, organized annual
marches, including a rally on March 11, 2014, with 130,000 participants—just a week before

the Legislative Yuan occupation began.

5.3.2  The peak phase (2014 — 2016)

The peak phase of protests centered on themes of Chinese influence and procedural justice,
epitomized by the Sunflower Movement in 2014. This movement involved the occupation of
the Legislative Yuan from March 18th to April 10th, the attempted occupation of the Executive
Yuan on March 23rd, and connected street protests outside the legislature mounting up to

500,000 people on March 30th.

The movement originally emerged out of opposition to the CSSTA, seen as threatening
Taiwan’s economy and de facto independence, and was amplified by the undemocratic process
surrounding its passage. The agreement had been pushed through after public hearings,

intended for cross-party caucuses and civil society discussions, were hastily concluded. The
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situation escalated with the so-called “30 second incident”, when KMT legislator Chang Ching-
Chung, chair of the responsible committee, declared the line-by-line review of the bill complete
in under thirty seconds on March 17th. This disregard for transparent and democratic
procedures sparked further outrage, leading to the movement's signature slogan of “opposing
the black box” (fan heixiang), which symbolized opposition to the opaque and undemocratic
governance methods employed by the KMT. The movement spurred further youth-led
grassroots activities, including the Anti-Black Box Curriculum Movement in 2015. Dubbed the
"high school version" of the Sunflower Movement, this protest echoed critiques of KMT

policies, particularly its approach to Taiwanese history and identity (Wu, C.Y. 2015).

Later in 2015, a new wave of China-related protests emerged in response to the historic meeting
between Ma Ying-jeou and Xi Jinping in Singapore, marking the first encounter between
leaders of the two countries in six decades. This meeting, intended to enhance cross-strait
relations, was met with strong opposition from Sunflower activists and other protest groups
who saw it as a threat to Taiwan’s sovereignty and democracy. The increase in protest activities
during this period therefore aligns with the China factor master frame. However, the recurring
emphasis on black box processes across major protest episodes suggests that contrary to
international media narratives (Hioe, 2015), these protests were not solely about countering
China’s influence on Taiwan, but also concerned with procedural justice and, ultimately,

democratic deepening.

5.3.3  The decline phase (2017 — 2019)

After Tsai Ing-wen's 2016 election, protest activities declined across both social justice and
China-related issues. However, while protests influenced by the China factor saw a significant
drop in 2016, there was a renewed focus on social justice issues in the same year, and lately, a
small resurgence of China-related issues connected to the 2019 Hong Kong protests. The latter,

however, stayed consistently smaller following 2016.

In 2016-2017, opposition to the second revision of the Labor Standards Act and the
controversy over working hours led to a resurgence in labor protests. As mentioned in section
5.2.1., the revision proposed changes such as allowing employers to schedule the mandatory
day off on any day over a given seven-day period, which could lead to workers being on duty
for up to 12 consecutive days. It sparked significant opposition from workers and labor
organizations, which received the support of students who had been active in the Sunflower

Movement. The December 2017 labor protests, marked by significant student and young
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worker participation, reflected a shift in the composition of Taiwan's labor movement (Ho,

2020).

LGBTQ+ rights, particularly marriage equality, also gained prominence during this period.
Following the 2017 Constitutional Court ruling, which recognized the constitutional rights of
same-sex couples to marry, the queer movement shifted focus from events like Taiwan Pride
to advocacy for implementing the ruling. From 2016 to 2019, Taiwan’s LGBTQ+ rights groups
organized annual events to publicly support same-sex marriage while internally working to
ensure government compliance with the Constitutional Court's ruling. While these protests did
not reach the frequency of earlier mobilizations for other issues, they still attracted up to
130,000 participants. Furthermore, LGBTQ+ organizations reported substantial support from
young politicians and youth groups across political spectrums (Tongzhi Hotline, 2020),
demonstrating a broad engagement among youth and an increased sensitivity towards

LGBTQ+ issues (Chiu, 2015).

In 2019, China-framed protests resurged as youth and former Sunflower activists organized
rallies in solidarity with Hong Kong protesters. These protests emerged out of opposition to a
controversial extradition bill to then evolve into broader pro-democracy stand and continued
throughout the second half of the year into 2020. Demonstrators in Taipei demanded that the
Hong Kong government meet the five key demands of the protesters, which included the
implementation of genuine universal suffrage. They also voiced strong opposition to the "One
Country, Two Systems" framework and a Cross-straits peace agreement proposed by the KMT,
fearing it could lead to Taiwan's unification with China. Additionally, they advocated for the
establishment of a formal asylum process to aid Hongkongers seeking refuge in Taiwan, despite
the Tsai administration's preference for handling such cases on an ad hoc basis due to security
concerns. Prominent figures at these rallies included former Sunflower leaders and youth

politicians like DPP deputy secretary-general Lin Fei-fan and legislator Freddy Lim.

54 The Sunflower Movement as a transformative event

On March 18, 2014, several hundred protesters—primarily students—occupied Taiwan’s
Legislative Yuan, igniting what became known as the 24-day Sunflower Movement. While
opposition to the CSSTA’s procedural illegitimacy was the immediate trigger, the occupation

quickly became a focal point for a broad coalition of actors spanning anti—free trade, labor,
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environmental, and social justice campaigns. Notably, some factions, such as the Low Life
Liberation Area, entered the movement not only to oppose the CSSTA but also to challenge
neoliberal policies free trade agreements more broadly and to advance a more radical critique
concerned with labour issues and opposing the liberalisation of the service sector (Daybreak
Project, 2017c¢). These currents coexisted—at times uneasily—with the mainstream faction,
which framed the struggle primarily around procedural justice and democratic accountability

vis-a-vis China.

The Sunflower Movement can be understood as a transformative event (Sewell, 1986; Della
Porta, 2021). As discussed in Section 5.4, it fused previously parallel streams of contention,
scaled up disruptive repertoires, and restructured Taiwan’s political opportunity field. Youth
and civic networks mobilized against media concentration, urban evictions, labor exploitation,

2

and nuclear power converged under the “black box” master frame, translating dispersed
grievances into a shared critique of unaccountable governance. This collective framing enabled
unprecedented mass participation and high-risk action, including the prolonged occupation of
the Legislative Yuan, the attempted occupation of the Executive Yuan on March 23, and a peak
mobilization of roughly 500,000 participants on March 30. After twenty-four days, the
occupation ended amid growing activist fatigue and concerns over escalation, following a
public commitment by Legislative Speaker Wang Jin-pyng to halt further review of the CSSTA
and to pursue the establishment of an oversight mechanism for future cross-strait agreements,

a concession that offered movement leaders a provisional institutional gain without resolving

underlying conflicts.

The Sunflower Movement normalized large-scale disruptive protest as a legitimate democratic
practice and generated new repertoires and frames that circulated across multiple issue domains
in subsequent years. The procedural justice, “opposing the black box” frame would travel to
the Anti-Black Box Curriculum Movement in 2015 and even later to the Blue Bird Movement

in 2024 (Ho, 2024).

At the same time, the movement represented both the culmination of earlier waves of activism
and a pivotal turning point in Taiwan’s political landscape. It brought together diverse struggles
around democracy and accountability while reshaping political opportunities at multiple levels:
nationally, through the election of Tsai Ing-wen, and internationally, amid deteriorating Cross-
Strait relations and renewed geopolitical uncertainty under the DPP government. The

Sunflower Movement thus functioned as a key site of interaction between national and
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international political opportunity structures, as outlined in the theoretical model presented in

Chapter 2 and illustrated again in Figure 18.

Friendly Cross-strait Deteriorating Cross-strait

relations and CSSTA relations after 2016

N

CSSTA signed and tentatively
forced into law without clause-hy- e———
clause review

Electoral transition from KMT to
DPP

Sunflower Movement

Figure 18. Multi-level POS model: interactions between international and national opportunity

structures across the Sunflower Movement cycle.

The Sunflower Movement also represented a turning point towards the revitalization of youth
engagement in politics. As suggested in section 5.4., this latter shift created new avenues for
the institutionalization of movement actors. However, only a subset of the movement’s
demands entered the formal political agenda, largely those that were most visible during the
occupation itself. This unequal visibility was tied to the spatial and organizational power
asymmetries that emerged within the movement. A clear center—periphery structure took shape
in the early days of the occupation: the decision-making power concentrated among the core
leadership inside the Legislative Yuan, particularly members of the Black Island Youth Front,
whose most well-known leaders were Lin Fei-Fan and Chen Wei-Ting. This central group
controlled communication channels, media visibility, and negotiations with authorities, thereby

consolidating their framing of the movement around procedural justice and the “black box™
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frame (Daybreak Project, 2017c). Meanwhile, other factions—positioned outside the occupied
chamber—felt they were physically and symbolically marginalized (Daybreak Project, 2017d).
Groups such as the Low Life Liberation Area emerged from this spatial exclusion, contesting
both the narrow procedural focus of the mainstream faction and the top-down decision-making
processes they saw as replicating the very “black box™ practices the movement sought to

challenge (Low Life Liberation Area, 2014).

These internal power dynamics had enduring consequences. The dominance of mainstream
factions during the occupation translated into greater visibility, legitimacy, and access to post-
movement institutional channels, allowing them to prioritize their demands, linked to Taiwan’s
civic nationalist ideology and procedural justice, in the political arena. More radical positions,

such as opposition to neoliberal free trade, were marginalized within the movement.

After the occupation, these hierarchies persisted: mainstream actors integrated into electoral
and institutional politics, while dissenting groups remained embedded in activist networks,
formed alternative organizations, or withdrew from formal politics altogether. Because they
had already achieved significant media exposure and public recognition, mainstream factions
became natural partners for the DPP’s efforts to channel post-Sunflower energies into
institutional politics. By contrast, groups advancing alternative claims remained, both by
choice and by structural exclusion, at the margins of subsequent political developments. In this
way, the internal configuration of power and framing within the Sunflower Movement shaped
not only its immediate agenda but also the long-term trajectory of Taiwan’s movements

relational fields.

5.5 Post-Sunflower dynamics: demobilization, institutionalization, and divergence

While protest data indicates a clear trend of demobilization after the 2016 electoral transition,
processual perspectives in social movement studies remind us that street protests are only one
of many tactics used by social movements to achieve political and social change. A decline in
street protests post-2016 does not necessarily mean a trend of disengagement of youth and
student movements from their political participation. On the contrary, in the post-Sunflower
period, youth activism evolved beyond street politics, expanding its reach and impact through

alternative forms of political engagement.
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This evolution was shaped by a combination of macro-structural changes. Escalating threats
from China in both the military and informational domains after 2016 constituted an important
external factor contributing to the strategic differentiation of Taiwanese activism. These
developments coincided with the consolidation of a DPP-led government, widely perceived
within civil society as aligned with, and committed to, the defense of Taiwan’s de facto
independence and sovereignty. Given the centrality of independence as a core normative
commitment within Taiwanese civil society, this configuration generated a logic of strategic
differentiation: as external threats intensified and the DPP was enjoying a comparatively high
level of trust, disruptive protest was increasingly understood as counterproductive (a dynamic
examined in greater detail in Chapter 6), which translated into a greater emphasis on

cooperative, non-disruptive forms of engagement

Examining the trajectories of youth activist groups following the mobilization peak of 2014—
2015 thus provides a more nuanced understanding of post-2016 demobilization. Rather than
signaling disengagement, declining protest activity reflects a broader process of strategic
adaptation, through which movements differentiated their tactics, organizational forms, and

political roles in response to a transformed domestic and international environment.

5.5.1  The institutionalization of social movement organizations

In the official statement "Turning Defensive to Offensive by Leaving the Fortress to Plant the
Seeds", released on April 8, just two days before their planned evacuation, the leaders of the
Sunflower Movement emphasized the need for ongoing vigilance towards government actions
and cross-strait negotiations. They urged young participants to spread across the country to
"transform the accumulated energy of a student movement into an all-citizen movement
(quanmin yundong 2 K€ %))" (Commonwealth Magazine, 2014). Following the end of the
legislature occupation, a new wave of political activism took shape, marked by the creation of

several new organizations.

In September 2014, the organization initially known as the Democratic Front against Cross-
Strait Service and Trade Agreement, established in 2013 to highlight the sovereignty risks of
economic cooperation with China, was renamed the Economic Democracy Union. It turned
from a platform of advocacy loosely gathering different groups into a full-blown political

organization committed to "resisting the influence of Chinese political and business interests,
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defending Taiwan's democracy, and protecting Taiwan's sovereignty and economic

independence" (interview with Convenor of the Economic Democracy Union, August 2024).

Before the 2016 elections, several movements for political reform emerged that were directly
connected to the momentum generated by the Sunflower Movement. These included the
campaign to revise the restrictive Referendum Act, which aimed to lower participation
thresholds and make referenda a more accessible tool for direct democracy; the Appendectomy
Project (gelanwei jihua #) B & 3t % ), which sought to recall underperforming or
unaccountable KMT legislators through constitutional recall mechanisms; the campaign to
lower the voting age to 18; and the campaign to strengthen public supervision of lawmakers,
which promoted real-time legislative oversight through digital platforms and civic technology.
More often than not, these initiatives evolved into lasting political organizations, many of
which remain active today. One prominent example is WatchOut, a tech-savvy watchdog
organization that grew out of the legislature monitoring campaign and continues to play a key

role in enhancing government transparency and accountability.

5.5.2  Institutionalisation through entering party politics

The surge of reform movements and movement-oriented parties marked a significant
institutional shift for Sunflower activists, as they eagerly pursued more conventional avenues
to continue their commitment. In the general elections of 2016, the New Power Party (NPP),
which had evolved out of the campaign to revise the referendum law won five legislative seats,
emerging as the most credible third political force in Taiwan’s traditionally bipartisan system.
NPP made important local breakthroughs in 2018 and retained its presence in the Legislative
Yuan in 2020, but soon started suffering from party infighting and issues in developing rules,
regulations, and predictable behavior that would eventually lead its best-known politicians to
defect to join other parties (Nachman, 2023). However, overall, the NPP experience set in
motion what would have become a “third force” in Taiwan’s traditionally bipartisan political
landscape, which persists today (Nachman, 2024). In 2020, the Taiwan People’s Party (TPP),
established in 2019, gained five legislative seats. Although it is unclear to what extent this
tendency should be considered part of the Sunflower Movement’s legacy on the party system
(Fell, 2022), it is undeniable that the movement and its spin-off parties set the course for the
careers of several young politicians who might have otherwise remained outside mainstream
politics. The Taiwan Statebuilding Party (TSP), which had also emerged in direct consequence
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of the Sunflower Movement and was concerned with the promotion of Taiwanese
independence managed to win its first legislative seat in 2020, after formally registering as a

political party in 2018.

The renewed interest of Sunflower activists in institutional politics also created opportunities
for existing political parties to expand. In the 2014 local elections, the Green Party Taiwan won
its first two seats in the Taoyuan and Hsinchu County Councils, marking their first electoral
success since their founding in 1996. Although the party failed to win any seats in 2016, largely
due to an unsuccessful alliance strategy with the Social Democratic Party (which had recently
split from the NPP over ideological differences) (Fell, 2021) and later faded from Taiwan’s
electoral politics its relative success in 2014 highlighted the Sunflower movement's potential
to revive party politics in unexpected ways (Ho, 2018). The Democratic Progressive Party
(DPP) likely benefited the most from the Sunflower Movement and post-Sunflower movement
forces. In the 2014 election, most Sunflower activists focused on local council races held in
multi-member districts, where several candidates can win in the same constituency. Their
strong presence in these races effectively crowded the electoral field, leaving traditional
opposition parties with less strategic space to field their own candidates or shape the contest.

In response, the DPP launched the Democracy Grass (minzhu xiaocao R, % /> %) project,

sponsoring young first-time candidates for ward/village head elections. Of the 37 candidates

who participated, nine were successfully elected.

The 2014 Sunflower Movement catalyzed a surge in activism that significantly altered
Taiwan's political landscape at the national level too. By January 2016, this momentum had led
to substantial political shifts, with President Tsai Ing-wen and the DPP along with other DPP-
friendly political forces, successfully taking power from the KMT and securing control of the
legislature. This transition to a DPP-led government is widely regarded as one of the most
significant consequences of the Sunflower Movement, and even acknowledged by the KMT in
a notable post-election report (Kuomintang, 2016). Many activists from the Sunflower
Movement transitioned into prominent roles within the new administration, taking up executive
or assistant positions in the Presidential Office, the Executive Yuan, the National Security
Council, and at the DPP headquarters, further embedding the movement’s influence in the
governmental structure. More recently, the DPP has continued to adopt this strategy of
absorbing the human resources of Taiwan’s civil society. For instance, in the aftermath of the

DPP’s 2018 local election defeats, it appointed one of the most prominent Sunflower leaders
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Lin Fei-fan, as its Deputy Secretary-General. This integration allowed youth activists-turned-
politicians to explore a wide range of strategies beyond protests, continuing their advocacy on

issues informed by countering China’s influence and social justice.

5.5.3  The shift to non-disruptive activism amidst changing political climate

The entry of Sunflower activists into politics significantly reshaped Taiwan’s political
landscape, promoting electoral shifts and the rise of a “new politics” characterized by youthful
energy and movement-oriented initiatives. While this enabled new tactics beyond protest,
escalating threats from China also shaped political opportunities and threats, influecing
movements judgments, decisions and actions. Following 2016, Tsai’s rejection of the “1992
Consensus,” which had previously underpinned semi-official cross-strait interactions,
prompted China to intensify its coercive strategies. This included military intimidation, hybrid
warfare, and disinformation campaigns (Hsiao and Hsiao, 2021; Chen, 2021), all aimed at
fostering polarization, exacerbating social divisions, and undermining trust in Taiwan’s
democratic institutions (Harold et al., 2021; Nachman and Sullivan, 2024). This was reflected
in public opinion, with a recent poll shows that 82% of the population believes threats from

China to have intensified (Academia Sinica, 2023).

In response to these challenges, Taiwanese civil society began to focus on countering
disinformation. 2018 was a pivotal year, as local elections were held alongside a multi-question
referendum that questioned Taiwanese preferences on a number of topics, ranging from same-
sex marriage to nuclear power. Concerns grew during the Kaohsiung (Taiwan’s second largest
city and traditional DPP stronghold) mayoral election, where Han Kuo-Yu, a political
newcomer until 2014, rose to unexpected prominence. Activist groups suspected Chinese
interference in the election process, especially after reports suggested that Han Kuo-Yu online
support came from a Facebook group run by administrators in China (Huang, 2019), and that
online rumors aimed at undermining the DPP candidate, Chen Chi-Mali, also originated from

the mainland (Apple Daily, 2018).

This was compounded by viral rumors during the same-sex marriage referendum, where 67%
of voters rejected legalization. These campaigns falsely claimed, for example, that Taiwan’s
universal healthcare system would be overwhelmed by HIV-positive homosexual men seeking

marriage to gain healthcare access. The referendum result was believed to be the outcome of
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successful attempts to polarize Taiwan’s media sphere and was described as "traumatic" by
activists (Huang, 2018; Wang, 2020), spurring a wave of collective action to counter
disinformation leading up to the 2020 Presidential elections (Liu, 2023). During this period,
older organizations shifted their focus toward media literacy and combating disinformation. In
2019, WatchOut introduced a real-time fact-checking service during presidential debates, a
direct response to concerns raised after the electoral turmoil of 2018. Between 2019 and 2021,
several youth-led organizations were founded to tackle misinformation and media ecology,
including the Taiwan FactCheck Centre, Doublethink Lab, Kuma Academy, and Forward

Alliance.

These organizations became driving forces in civil society, addressing tasks as diverse as
independent media production and online community-building, and ultimately creating a
crucial infrastructure that supported Taiwan's efforts to develop comprehensive online
disinformation regulations (Lin, 2024). For instance, Taiwan FactCheck Centre and Co-Facts
focused on providing real-time fact checking services, while Doublethink Lab analyzed the
patterns and sources of disinformation campaigns, and Kuma Academy provided training to
help citizens recognize and counter false narratives. After Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022,
many of these groups expanded their activities to include disaster-response, civic defense and
training for civilian war preparedness, reflecting the influence of the broader geopolitical
climate. These organizations absorbed much of the energy from youth activism, marking a
shift from street politics toward more organized and professionalized forms of civic

engagement.

5.5.4  From protests to civil defense

The rise of civic organizations focused on issues like disinformation and civil defense reflects
how Taiwan’s political climate has influenced the evolution of youth activism away from street
protests. With trust in the PRC leadership consistently low (Liberty Times, 2023) youth
activists’ willingness to engage in street protests against China’s encroachments on Taiwan’s
sovereignty often hinges on their confidence in domestic institutions and the government’s
commitment to defending Taiwan’s de facto independence. Following the electoral shift of
2016 and the perception of stepped-up hybrid warfare from China, youth activism largely
transitioned from protesting against the KMT government—frequently viewed as a proxy for

China—toward involvement in civic organizations. While these organizations maintain their
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independence, they have increasingly worked in cooperation with the DPP government in their

attempt to safeguard Taiwan’s sovereignty and uphold democratic values.

This shift is evident when examining the protest trends. Figure 19, which displays the number
of protests with an explicit anti-government theme,'” highlights the trend of declining anti-
government protests post-Sunflower Movement. During the Sunflower Movement and Anti-
Black Box Curriculum demonstrations, banners demanding the resignation of key officials like
President Ma Ying-jeou and Minister of Education Wu Se-Hwa symbolized dissatisfaction
with the KMT government’s opaque governance. This sentiment, encapsulated by the term
"Black Box," conveyed the lack of trust in the government during the Sunflower, Anti-Black
Box Curriculum movements and in the protests targeting the Ma-Xi meeting in Singapore in

2015.

Number of protest events framed as "anti-government"
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Figure 19. Protest events featuring an explicit anti-government frame.

By 2016, however, anti-government protests had significantly diminished, mirroring a shift in

the political landscape. At the domestic level, the DPP is perceived as both more transparent

17 A protest event is coded as “anti-government” if source materials (e.g., media reports, photographs, or protest
documentation) indicate the presence of banners, placards, slogans, or other visible symbols explicitly calling for
the resignation or removal of key government officials.
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and more aligned with the values of the youth, given its independence-leaning stance and

historical role in Taiwan’s democratization process.

At the Cross-Strait level, the rise of China’s cognitive, cyber, and military pressures has
reshaped the priorities of Taiwan’s civil society. The focus of youth movements, now engaged
in the new civic organizations, shifted from the need to counter the “Black Box”, namely,
promoting transparency and accountability, to a quest for cultivating a conscious, defense-
ready civilian population who are willing and capable of surviving a potential PRC invasion
with or without the national military. This strategic shift, from defending against opaque
governance to fortifying against misinformation that could exacerbate social tensions and
undermine democracy, reflects a broader "anti-invasion" stance within Taiwanese civil society,
which some scholars describe as "the martial turn" of Taiwan's civil society (Wen,

forthcoming).

In summary, while the fundamental aim of Taiwan's youth movements has consistently been
the defense of democratic values and principles, the nature of the challenges they face has
shifted significantly. This evolution in the threat landscape, particularly with the rise of
sophisticated hybrid warfare tactics from China, has necessitated a corresponding evolution in
the strategies employed by both the government and movements (Chen S.L., 2019). The DPP's
cooperative (or, at times, even co-optating) stance towards these movements has facilitated a
more collaborative relationship, contrasting sharply with the more confrontational dynamics of

the past.

As aresult of these developments, post-2018 civic movements in Taiwan have notably steered
away from the disruptive activities that marked earlier protests. Instead, they have embraced
methods that are more constructive and cooperative in nature (Ho, 2022). For instance, during
both the 2020 and 2024 presidential elections, when China deployed disinformation campaigns
targeting DPP candidates, spreading false rumors about Tsai Ing-wen’s academic credentials

and Lai Ching-te’s personal life (Lee, 2023; Taiwan FactCheck Centre, 2024).

All this points to the fact that, despite the decrease in visible street protests, the level of youth’s
civic engagement and commitment to safeguarding Taiwan’s democratic fabric has remained
high. Movements are increasingly channeling their efforts into educational initiatives, policy
advocacy, and international outreach, offering insights into one of the possible explanations for
what becomes of social movement actors after domestic momentum for protests diminishes,
but geopolitical uncertainty increases
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5.6 Conclusion

This chapter has combined Protest Event Analysis and process tracing to examine how different
streams of contention in Taiwan evolved between 2012 and 2020. It has mapped the temporal
and thematic trajectories of mobilization, analyzed their relationship to changing political
opportunity structures at the national and international levels, and identified the key moments
where these dynamics intersected. In doing so, the chapter has provided a structured account
of how contentious politics on the island responded to shifting domestic power configurations

and an increasingly volatile geopolitical environment.

Importantly, the chapter showed that geopolitics influences the emergence and trajectory of
mobilization both directly and indirectly. Directly, Taiwan’s geopolitical position and relations
with China have acted as explicit catalysts for China factor protests. Indirectly, however,
Taiwan’s international status has long shaped protest dynamics within social-justice campaigns,
influencing their timing, framing, and opportunities in ways not immediately visible. As shown
in section 5.2.2., even disaggregated social justice campaigns—nominally focused on domestic

issues—were conditioned by Taiwan’s broader geopolitical context.

Three key insights emerge from this analysis. First, the findings underscore that national and
international political opportunity structures interact dynamically, shaping mobilization in
ways that cannot be fully understood through single-issue or purely domestic perspectives.
Second, while social-justice and China-related protests were clearly often sustained by
overlapping networks and repertoires, their peaks occurred at different times, reflecting distinct
underlying drivers: domestic governance, dissatisfaction with governmental policies and
distributive conflict on the one hand, and sovereignty and cross-strait politics on the other.
Third, the chapter has shown a marked contraction of China factor protests after 2016, despite
intensifying military pressure from Beijing. Rising external threats and declining street
mobilization pose a key question: does geopolitical uncertainty constrain domestic contention

or change its form?

This chapter has offered a partial answer to this puzzle through a bird’s-eye view mapping of
how movement actors responded to escalating pressures and hybrid warfare campaigns from

Beijing. In particular, the combination of heightened external threat and the presence of an
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independence-aligned government generated a inhibitory effect on contentious politics, not
through direct coercion, but by discouraging disruptive protest against the DPP government in
favor of alternative and more cooperative forms of engagement. In this perspective, many
social movement actors institutionalized through the creation of professionalized organizations,
entered electoral politics, or shifted toward more cooperative and professionalized forms of
advocacy. These patterns show that Taiwan’s post-2012 protest wave was not simply a story
of rising and falling mobilization, but one of strategic adaptation, framing contests, and multi-
level political change. Chapter 6 builds on this foundation by moving from this macro-level
view to a closer examination of the mechanisms through which movement actors interpreted
their environment, recalibrated their strategies, renegotiated alliances, and navigated the

evolving political landscape in the post-Sunflower period.
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6 Chapter 6. Strategic Adaptation and Movement Transformation in Post-

Sunflower Taiwan

6.1 Introduction

Chapter 5 highlighted a striking paradox in Taiwan’s recent contentious politics. Despite the
surge of mobilization culminating in the Sunflower Movement, street protests declined sharply
after 2016, even as geopolitical pressure from China intensified. This pattern runs against
expectations shaped by Taiwan’s own history, in which perceived external threats have

typically coincided with heightened, rather than diminished, domestic contention.

Moments of geopolitical pressure have repeatedly served as catalysts for major mobilizations.
The pro-democracy movement of the 1980s and early 1990s gained momentum after the United
States shifted diplomatic recognition from the ROC to the PRC, an event widely seen as
delegitimizing the KMT regime. The 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre became a powerful
reference point for the 1990 Wild Lily movement (Rigger, 2011), while the 2008 Wild
Strawberry protests emerged in response to what activists perceived as excessive deference to
Beijing and compliance with the PRC’s One China policy at the expense of Taiwan’s civil
liberties (Ho, 2019). More recently, the Sunflower Movement was ignited by fears that
deepening economic integration reflected an excessive and risky dependence on China. For a
country whose political conflicts have long revolved around questions of national security and
identity, the post-2016 contraction of street protest appears counterintuitive. Explaining this
divergence requires moving beyond aggregate protest trends to examine how activists

themselves interpreted and responded to a rapidly changing (geo)political environment.

This chapter therefore shifts from a macro-level mapping of protest patterns offered in Chapter
5 to a meso-level exploration of the interpretative work through which movement actors
assessed opportunities and recalibrated their strategies. Rather than treating political
opportunity structures as given, it examines how activists perceived and negotiated changes
unfolding across the interconnected levels of the theoretical framework: within their movement
relational fields, in the national political context shaped by DPP governance, and in the

international environment marked by escalating cross-Strait tensions and hybrid warfare threats.

The chapter traces how Taiwan’s evolving geopolitical environment has shaped the trajectories,

strategies, and relationships of post-Sunflower social movements through two main pathways
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of influence. It first examines direct effects where international pressures more immediately
affect activist strategies and repertoires of action. It then turns to indirect effects, where
international dynamics are mediated through domestic electoral shifts from a KMT to a DPP
government. The analysis unfolds across two macro sections corresponding to these two

dimensions.

The first part of the chapter focuses on the direct effects of Taiwan’s international environment
on movement strategies and repertoires. Section 6.2 examines former Sunflower groups
engaged with China policy, showing how intensifying external threats, especially cyberattacks
and disinformation campaigns, pushed activists toward strategic differentiation, including
digital mobilization, fact-checking initiatives, and community-resilience work. Section 6.3
turns to social-justice organizations, analysing how movements adapted their advocacy to a
more polarized geopolitical climate in which intensifying China—U.S. competition and
deteriorating cross-Strait relations simultaneously opened new opportunities and imposed new
constraints. Section 6.4 then illustrates a case of direct international influence producing
internal fragmentation, drawing on the indigenous rights movement to show how geopolitical

pressures can destabilize movement coalitions and agendas.

The second part of the chapter examines the indirect effects of geopolitics as mediated through
domestic politics, following the State-mediated causal pathway of international influence
theorized in Chapter 2. Section 6.5 explores the professionalisation of social-movement
organizations through the case of the Taiwan Economic Democracy Union (EDU), showing
how institutional advocacy emerged as a strategic response to the 2016 electoral shift under
conditions of heightened geopolitical vulnerability. Section 6.6 turns to post-Sunflower
electoral engagement, analysing how activists’ decisions to found movement parties or enter
existing ones were shaped by their readings of Taiwan’s geopolitical predicament. Section 6.7
introduces the “ally dilemma,” examining how the DPP’s rise to power and the incorporation
of former movement actors into government unevenly reshaped movement—state relations
across sectors. Section 6.8 then traces the relational consequences of these shifts, showing how
divergent interpretations of allyship and strategy generated intra-movement factionalism and

reduced mobilization capacity.

The conclusion suggests that the interplay of domestic and international forces has
reconfigured Taiwan’s activist field since 2016, producing not demobilisation but strategic

differentiation: a landscape in which movements pursue multiple pathways of selective
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institutionalisation, digitalisation, and, in some cases, the fracturing or dissolution of social
movement organisations driven by intra-movement factionalism that is often geopolitically

motivated.
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The direct effects of Cross-strait tensions and China-U.S. competition on Taiwanese social

movements

This section examines cases in which international geopolitical dynamics exert direct effects
on social movements, rather than being primarily mediated through domestic political
institutions. The empirical chapters in this section correspond to the direct causal pathways
introduced in Chapter 2, where international political opportunity structures act on movements
without full mediation by the national political opportunity structure. These pathways do not
operate unifromly across movements; rather, different movements are positioned differently
vis-a-vis international actors and pressures, leading to distinct outcomes. As outlined in the
theoretical framework, such direct effects may produce divergent outcomes, ranging from
strategic differentiation and innovation to fragmentation and demobilization, depending on

movements’ issue orientation and the degree and type of exposure to international actors.

By addressing the direct effects of escalating cross-Strait tensions and China—U.S. rivalry on
movement strategies, this section suggests that these effects are structured by a shared
underlying logic: the PRC’s attempt to leverage a range of instruments, such as hybrid warfare,
cognitive operations, and targeted engagement with civil-society actors, to tilt Taiwan’s
internal state—society relations in its favour. However, movements’ responses to this pressure
vary systematically across cases. On one hand, organisations whose core missions already
intersected with the “China factor” have felt the urgency to respond to the intensification of
Chinese hybrid and cognitive warfare by performing strategic differentiation and innovation.
They have been redirecting their activism from street protests toward digital defence,

information integrity, and community-level civil resilience and war preparedness.

On the other side are social-justice-oriented movements whose primary agendas are not
intrinsically linked to cross-Strait relations. For these actors, the intensifying U.S.—China
rivalry created both risks and strategic opportunities. Human rights and queer movements have
selectively securitized or de-securitized their issues depending on whether alignment with
national-security narratives enhances visibility and leverage, or instead threatens to narrow

their claims and alienate supporters.

Indigenous rights movements, by contrast, have been confronted with direct outreach and
engagement by PRC actors, producing dynamics that align with the direct international
constraint pathway. The following two subsections examine these divergent responses in
greater detail.
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6.2 China-Factor mobilisations and the turn to digital activism

China’s efforts to shape Taiwan’s political environment are well documented. Decades of CCP-
led united front work involving supporting pro-unification actors, promoting Chinese
nationalism, and normalising the inevitability of unification have intensified with the rise of
digital media (Brady, 2015, 2018; Hughes, 2015; Rawnsley, 2016; Templeman, 2020). As
Taiwan democratised, it also became a testing ground for Chinese transnational propaganda,
cognitive warfare (renzhi zhan 3% %= #), and increasingly sophisticated disinformation
operations (Haciyakupoglu and Raska, 2021; Cheng et al., 2023). These efforts seek both to
undermine trust in Taiwan’s democratic institutions and to weaken electoral support for the

DPP (Kao, 2021; Huang, 2023).

These macro-level pressures were experienced most concretely at the organizational level,
reshaping the priorities, repertoires, and institutional positioning of civil society actors. Many
activists who had first became involved in grassroots politics during the Sunflower Movement
recalled assuming that transparency and open governance, embodied in the slogan “opposing

the blackbox” (&2 48 fan heixiang), would naturally expose and neutralise manipulation. But

by the late 2010s, that confidence had begun to vanish. The opennes they had hoped would be
a source of democratic strength, could itself become a vulnerability when exploited by well-

resourced foreign actors.

For many organisations, this recognition crystallised in 2018, a year that was widely seen across
sectors as a rupture. The “five-in-one” local elections and the concurrent referendums produced
not just political outcomes but emotional shockwaves. People spoke of feeling blindsided,
overwhelmed, or hit by the volume and coordination of misleading narratives circulating across
LINE groups, Facebook pages, and YouTube channels (Billion Lee, Co-Facts, interview,

November 2024; Tseng Po-yu, Doublethink Lab interview, May 2024).

The anti-LGBTQ referendum results were especially worrying for progressive and queer
communities. As Liu Wen, a feminist scholar and chairperson of Kuma Academy, a non-profit
organisation that promotes civilian preparedness and strengthens public willingness and
capacity to defend Taiwan, explained, the 2018 elections were deeply unsettling for many

activists:
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In 2018, there were four or five progressive referendums on the ballot... and it was

very concerning because there was a huge loss. Most people voted no. It was pretty

traumatic for a lot of the progressive community and particularly the LGBTQ

community. So all of this energy was transferred to the 2020 election, because that

was the first time Taiwanese society faced major disinformation campaigns, with

the rise of KMT with Han Kuo-yu in Kaohsiung [a traditional DPP stronghold]. It

was really scary for a lot of progressive people. [parenthesis added] (interview with

Liu Wen, feminist scholar-activist and Kuma Academy chairperson, February 2024)
Like Liu, representatives of many other civil society organisations described 2018 as a wake-
up call, a moment when misinformation felt no longer peripheral but directly consequential for
democratic outcomes (Chen Hui-min, Taiwan FactCheck Centre interview, October 2024;
Hung Kuo-chun, interview, September 2024). Alongside the referendum shocks, another
episode widely remembered was the Kansai Airport incident. After Typhoon Jebi struck Japan
in September 2018, disinformation circulated on Taiwanese social media claiming that the
Chinese consulate had dispatched buses to rescue Taiwanese tourists while Taiwan’s own
diplomats had abandoned them. The narrative, later shown to be false, spread rapidly across
LINE groups and Facebook pages, generating anger toward the Taiwanese government and
praise for China’s supposed efficiency (Lee & Heteherington, 2018). The Kansai Airport
incident prompted the DPP government to exert significant political pressure on major
technology platforms, including Google, Meta, LINE, and Yahoo. Rather than accepting
heavy-handed regulation or incorporating fact-checking mechanisms internally, these

companies preferred to respond through collaboration with civil society actors. As a

representative of the Taiwan FactCheck Centre explained:

We have a contract with Meta, and we provide training to their staff. We also
receive resources from Google and use them to run training programs—for fact-
checkers and for journalists. That means we have built collaborations with Google,
Meta, LINE, Yahoo, and also PTT. Because of the elections, the DPP put a lot of
political pressure on social tech companies. In 2019, these platforms said they
would pursue self-regulation and take social responsibility to avoid disinformation.
At the same time, because politicians and the administration were putting pressure
on them, they tended to collaborate with fact-checkers, because it was less stressful.
They could say: “I’ve already collaborated with civil society, so don’t make any
laws on me. I’ve already done something.” In that sense, it was convenient for them,
it took the pressure off. (interview with Chen Hui-min, Taiwan FactCheck Centre,
October 2024)

The major disinformation campaigns of 2018 came not only as an electoral shock but as a
moment when the assumptions of the Sunflower generation came under pressure and “people

had a wake up call and they wanted to know how to fight back” (Chen Hui-min, interview,
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October 2024). From the perspective of organisations like the Kuma Academy, the Sunflower’s
faith in transparency suddenly felt naive. As Liu explained:
It’s not enough to just make politics transparent if you get systematic, organized
attack from another country, then being transparent is actually your weakness...

They can buy off your media and create their own media sources (interview with
Liu Wen, feminist scholar-activist and Kuma Academy chairperson, February 2024)

Former Sunflower activists realised that to just demand transparency from the government
would have not been enough. Instead, they had to defend the “integrity of the information
ecosystem” (interview with Kuma Academy representative, February 2024). By the time I met
many of these activists in 2024, this recalibration had already taken place. Organisations that
had once focused on livestreaming legislative debates or building open-data portals were now
running disinformation-reporting hotlines or designing hybrid-warfare awareness curricula.
Some groups, like WatchOut, had begun this transition gradually; others, like Co-Facts and
Kuma Academy, emerged precisely out of the post-2018 realisation that Taiwan needed new

civic infrastructures for digital and civil defense.

6.2.1  WatchOut: from promoting transparency to digital defense

WatchOut’s (wo cao & ¥ ) organisational trajectory closely mirrors transformations in

Taiwan’s political climate and information environment over the past decade. Founded in late
2013 amid debates over the Cross-Strait Service Trade Agreement, WatchOut initially
positioned itself as a civic media outlet dedicated to legislative transparency. As Hung Kuo-
chun, the Chief Operating Officer, recalls the group emerged because “people should be able
to see what is happening in our Legislative Yuan... legislators don’t show it online, so we do

it ourselves” (interview with Hung Kuo-chun, CEO of WatchOut, September 2024).

During and after the 2014 Sunflower Movement, WatchOut focused on making politics
accessible through livestreams, explainers, and visual media, driven by the belief that “politics
is something that is not easy to understand... so we try to make things easier for the general
public” (Hung Kuo-chun, interview, September 2024). Yet the post-2016 political context,
marked by intensified cross-Strait tensions and a surge in disinformation, forced a substantive
reorientation. Despite high levels of governmental transparency, the team realised that “now
we have all the information, but the problem actually is misinformation”. This realisation

pushed them toward media literacy workshops and eventually toward real-time fact-checking
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during election debates. By 2018-2019, developments such as KMT candidate Han Kuo-yu’s
unexpected mayoral victory, Xi Jinping’s “one country, two systems” message to Taiwan, and
the Hong Kong protests convinced WatchOut that Taiwan was facing not merely poor
journalism but “a warfare... a hybrid war, where the object is not physicial infrastructures, but

digital ones and the people minds and hearts” (Ko Jun- hong, interview, September 2024).

This recognition propelled a further expansion into information integrity and public education
about influence operations, including a ten-part animation series on disinformation warfare
(WatchOut, 2021).'8 As geopolitical pressures deepened, WatchOut adopted a more explicitly
civil-defence orientation, drawing inspiration from Baltic and Scandinavian models. When
government agencies declined to produce such materials, the team released its first Civil
Defense Handbook (WatchOut, 2022). As Hung explained, “since we’ve done our research...
we started to publish our own civil defense guide.” The first handbook was cautious in talking
about war framing it as only one among several crises and threats to Taiwan’s democracy.
Following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and shifting public expectations, WatchOut published
a second, more direct handbook in late 2023, openly addressing blockades, hybrid warfare, and

civilian preparedness.

6.2.2  Co-Facts: a cooperative open-source model

CoFacts (zhende jiade 36918 49), a fact-checking search engine and chatbot, emerged in 2016
from Taiwan’s g0v civic-tech community, a decentralised network of volunteer technologists,
designers, and activists founded in 2012 that builds open-source tools to enhance government
transparency and digital infrastructures for public interest. Rooted in gOv’s ethos of “forking”
official services to create more participatory alternatives, CoFacts began as a collaborative fact-

checking initiative responding to Taiwan’s rapidly shifting information environment.

As Billion Lee, its co-founder explained, the project took shape when her, a political science
graduate, and her partner, a tech engineer, noticed that people were no longer consulting
established news media but instead “rely mostly on closed chats, their relatives... or even fraud

phones”, creating a fertile environment for viral rumours. The initial catalyst was the surge of

18 WatchOut X ¥ & 3.8 X 44 %8, “Zixun zhan ranhou ne? (Information Warfare, Then What?)” YouTube playlist,
2021. https://www.youtube.com/c/WatchoutTW.
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disinformation in 2018, including homophobic narratives imported from U.S. conservative
websites, translated in Hong Kong, and circulated into Taiwan. These stories, she recalled, “not
only [were] harmful to human rights, but also polarize and tear the society” (interview with

Billion Lee, co-founder of CoFacts, November 2024).

To respond, the CoFacts team built a LINE! chatbot and an open-source fact-checking
platform that together convert suspicious content into a structured verification workflow. Users
forward messages to the chatbot or paste links into the CoFacts search engine and the system
then returns an automated evaluation using Al trained to separate “fact” from “point of view,”

cross-reference claims, and offer a preliminary assessment of credibility.

Human fact-checkers, drawn deliberately from “scholars, farmers, housekeepers, students,
dentists, nurses, mechanics” and many others, log into the platform to review flagged content,
supply accessible sources, and publish concise explanations. Their contributions are openly
displayed, and users can vote on whether a fact-check was “helpful” or not. As cross-Strait
tensions escalated, CoFacts increasingly confronted geopolitically salient rumours: its Al now
automatically classifies around 10% of submissions as linked to Chinese propaganda (interview
with Billion Lee, co-founder of CoFacts, November 2024), alongside other categories such as
gender, public health, energy, and international relations. Yet the team insists that
disinformation in Taiwan is event-driven rather than continuous, spiking during elections,
referendums, Nancy Pelosi’s visit in 2022, and major geopolitical or military developments.
Despite occasional outreach from the state, CoFacts maintains strict independence, rejecting
requests from agencies seeking user data because “we don’t want them to feel insecure”.
Accusations of partisan bias from both sides are, in the co-founder’s view, a sign that “we are
on the right way”. With more than 45,000 weekly searches and hundreds of thousands of
chatbot reports annually, CoFacts has become a core civic infrastructure for resisting rumours

and polarisation.

1 The primary messaging platform used for everyday communication in Taiwan.
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6.2.3  Kuma Academy: the turn to civil defense

Founded in 2020, Kuma Academy (heixiong xueyuan 2. #& 5* %) positions itself at the
intersection of civil defence, societal resilience, and Taiwan’s increasingly fraught geopolitical
environment. Grounded in the principle “si vis pacem, para bellum”, the organisation promotes
a “pre-war mentality” and seeks to cultivate both the “self-defense capability and will to defend

Taiwan” among civilians (Kuma Academy website, 2024).

As staff members explained, Kuma began with monthly awareness-raising lectures and grew
out of a realisation that although Taiwan already has “a quite robust regulation™ for civil
defence across municipal, sectoral, and corporate levels, the system lacks “any incentive... no
pull and no push”, making execution ineffective. The resurgence of civil defence NGOs around
2018, driven by “regional stability being threatened by the Chinese government”, provided the
environment in which Kuma emerged, later scaling rapidly through its 2022 crowdfunding
campaign, which received a surge of support during Nancy Pelosi’s visit when Chinese missile

drills prompted over “one million Taiwanese dollars” in donations in a single evening.

Kuma translates research insights from experts such as Puma Shen—Kuma Academy founder
and a leading Taiwanese scholar of information warfare and authoritarian influence
operations—and organisations like Doublethink Lab, Taiwan’s prominent research institute on
digital authoritarianism, into accessible public training, emphasising that most Taiwanese “will
not be on the front line” in a sea-to-land invasion scenario but will need to “sustain themselves
as a community” amid overwhelmed emergency services (interview with staff member of the
Kuma Academy, August 2024). Kuma’s training curriculum spans four fields: modern warfare
literacy, information operations, first aid and mass-casualty response, and evacuation planning
(Kuma Academy, 2022). It includes both indoor courses and full-day outdoor simulations
designed to help participants know “who they are, where they are, and what actions to take” in

the event of an invasion (interview with staff member of the Kuma Academy, August 2024).

However, Kuma rejects weapon trainin and focuses instead on identifying physical and cyber
threats while countering demoralising narratives by teaching the logistics, constraints, and
realities behind military scenarios often used in psychological operations. The organisation’s
reach has expanded dramatically: in the past year, it trained 40,000 Taiwanese across the island,
with a student base that is 65 percent female and largely composed of adults aged 25 to 45
(interview with staff member of the Kuma Academy, August 2024). Although often targeted
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by pro-China information outlets accusing it of being a “private militia” of the DPP or partisan
project (Global Times, 2024), Kuma stresses its nonpartisan ethos and its alignment with the
legal definition of civil defence as disaster prevention. Its ultimate strategic vision, training 3
million citizens, rests on the belief that a prepared and psychologically resilient population is

crucial to deterring coercion.

Even before 2022, Kuma’s training model has been explicitly shaped by lessons drawn from
the war in Ukraine, which serve as both a strategic reference and a cautionary analogue. The
organisation incorporates insights from Ukrainian practitioners, eight of whom travelled to
Taiwan for Kuma’s Global Leaders Forum, and adapts these lessons to local needs. For the
Kuma Academy, Ukraine demonstrates that deterrence rests on two pillars: that civilians “do

2

not surrender,” maintaining societal cohesion under attack, and that international partners
intervene “at the first sight” rather than “wait things out” (interview with staff member of the

Kuma Academy, August 2024).

6.2.4 The “whole-of-society” approach

Building on the emergence of differentiated civil society initiatives to counter PRC
disinformation and hybrid influence operations as highlighted above, successive DPP
administrations moved to institutionalise coordination at the State level. During the 2020
electoral campaign, approximately 60% of disinformation and misinformation episodes were
traced to actors operating in the PRC (Doublethink Lab, 2021), underscoring the scale and

transnational nature of the challenge.

Against this backdrop, the Executive Yuan increasingly recognised that countering foreign
interference in democratic processes could not be addressed through existing ministerial
competencies or traditional security instruments alone (interview with Lo Bing-cheng, October
2024). Government actors therefore articulated a “whole-of-society” approach aimed at
integrating and coordinating the diverse civic, bureaucratic, and platform-based practices that
had already taken shape. As the emerging literature on this topic notes, this approach
emphasises sustained collaboration between state institutions and civil society to build a
complex defense ecosystem, reducing reliance on military or diplomatic tools while
strengthening capacities for detection, debunking, and public inoculation against influence

operations (Maddox et al., 2021; Wigell, 2021; Thornton, 2025).

176



The “whole-of-society” approach represents the institutionalisation of a bottom-up strategic
shift initially driven by direct international pressures. Rather than initiating movement
responses, the state responded to and consolidated them, translating prior civil society
differentiation into a coordinated national framework. Evidence from an interview with Lo
Bing-cheng, former Minister without Portfolio in the Executive Yuan who was tasked with
misinformation prevention from late 2017, corroborates this sequencing. As he put it:
Third-party fact-checking organizations started gaining traction around 2017 and
2018, when Taiwan’s society recognized that the disinformation issue was serious.
Traditional media was no longer trustworthy, and social media on the internet was
even more chaotic. So, how do you have an objective, neutral, and independent
organization? This needs to be developed independently by the civil society. So, at
that time, that Taiwan's fact-checking centers were established and joined
international fact-checking organizations we knocked on their doors and said, “We
also take this matter seriously, and we can share our experiences” (interview with
Lo Bing-cheng, Minister without Portfolio at the Executive Yuan, involved in
coordinating inter-agency efforts on misinformation, October 2024).
This sequencing is consistent with the direct international differentiation/innovation pathway
outlined in the theoretical framework, in which international geopolitical pressures act directly
on social movements, inducing strategic reorientation and differentiation which later stimulates
change at the national POS level. Figure 20 reproduces this mechanism, adapted to capture the

specific effects of PRC cognitive warfare interventions on the strategic differentiation of

China-factor—oriented groups.
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China’s cognitive warfare

DPP’s “whole-of-society
approach”

Mapping and countering
China-factor organisations — disinformation, fact-checking
initiatives, civil war preparedeness

Figure 20. The “whole-of-society” approach and the direct international differentiation

pathway

6.3 Social justice movements in a polarised geopolitical climate

In conversations with activists and organisers across Taiwan’s social-justice landscape, the
intensification of U.S.—China rivalry rarely appeared as an abstract geopolitical structure.
Instead, it surfaced as a felt condition, which could shape the horizons of what activists believed
could be said or won and around which they could make pragmatic calculations. Although the
movements examined in this section are not concerned immediately with Taiwan’s China
policy per se, many described how geopolitics seeped into their advocacy in subtle but
consequential ways. U.S.—China competition created unexpected openings, especially in
arenas that drew U.S. attention and could be leveraged for discoursive gains, such as human

rights, but it also imposed constraints as Beijing intensified its efforts to limit Taiwan’s
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international presence and Taiwanese officials increasingly framed previously domestic rights

issues through the language of national security.

6.3.1  Strategic openings: movements leveraging the U.S.—China rivalry

For some Taiwanese rights organisations, the sharpening U.S.—China rivalry has created
unexpected leverage. The Taiwan Association for Human Rights (TAHR, Taiwan renquan

cujinhui & % AHEALE ) is a notable example. Although TAHR was founded in 1984 among

the earliest groups to form the Tangwai movement to oppose KMT authoritarianism and shares
affinities with the independence movement it has traditionally focused on domestic human
rights issues with little immediate connection to China policy. One of TAHR’s major areas of
advocacy in recent years has been the treatment of distant-water fishery workers, a sector long
plagued by abuse, injury, and deaths amounting to forced labour (Cheung, 2025). Since 2020,
seafood from Taiwan’s distant-water fleet has appeared on the U.S. Department of Labor’s
“List of Goods Produced by Child Labor or Forced Labor”, marking a victory for human rights

organsiations such as TAHR.

According to its Secretary General, TAHR’s ability to elevate these issues internationally was
profoundly shaped by geopolitical developments. As he recalled:

We spent a lot of time persuading the United States that Taiwan’s fishery products

are also forced labor like those from Xinjiang... It was not easy because the

Xinjiang issue is also political, but we have forced labour too (interview with Shih

Yi-hsiang, Secretary General of Taiwan Association for Human Rights, March
2024).

TAHR leveraged the heightened attention to forced labour that followed the 2019 Xinjiang
Papers, a cache of leaked Chinese government documents published by the New York Times
that revealed mass detention, coercive labour programmes, and pervasive surveillance targeting
Uyghurs and other Muslim minorities (Ramzy and Buckley, 2019). Their publication marked
a decisive shift: U.S. scrutiny of forced labour expanded sharply across the region, and what
had once been a technical human-rights issue became a central front in Washington’s
confrontation with authoritarianism. TAHR tapped into this renewed attention to human rights
to push for its own desired change. By showing that Taiwan’s distant-water fishing industry
was implicated in forms of exploitation comparable to those documented in Xinjiang, TAHR
found itself able to engage directly with agencies such as the Department of Homeland Security,

Customs and Border Protection, and multiple congressional offices, which eventually
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facilitated dialogue (interview with Shih Yi-hsiang, Secretary General of Taiwan Association

for Human Rights, March 2024).

A similar dynamic of geopolitical conditions amplifying domestic rights claims can also be
seen in the queer movement. As discussed in Chapter 5, the legalisation of same-sex marriage
has been celebrated not only as a civil-rights milestone but also as a symbolic marker
distinguishing democratic Taiwan from authoritarian China (Smith, 2017). In a geopolitical
climate where democratic—authoritarian binaries have become increasingly salient, progressive
causes serve as instruments through which pro-independence forces perform and project
Taiwan’s democratic identity (Jung, 2024). This symbolic work is vividly expressed in the
convergence of marriage-equality imagery with national iconography that. At the DPP’s 2024
electoral rallies in January and the 2024 Pride march in October, rainbow Taiwan flags,
featuring the island’s name or silhouette rather than the official national flag, were everywhere.
Unlike in other contexts where rainbow national flags signal LGBTQ communities’ attachment
to an existing nation-state (Puar, 2007), Taiwan’s rainbow—sovereignty designs articulate a
dual aspiration: democratic repair for LGBT communities historically marginalised under the
authoritarian KMT regime, and the projection of a future sovereign nation unbowed by Chinese
pressure. Activists repeatedly emphasised that the official flag (with its KMT-derived blue-
and-white sun) carried the weight of authoritarian memory and pro-China symbolism, making
it ill-suited for imagining the inclusive, democratic “future Taiwan” that the marriage-equality
movement sought to embody (Jennifer Lu, taiwan Marriage Equality Campaign, interviewed
in Jung, 2024). The rainbow Taiwan flag thus emerged as a new emblem, one that refused both
the authoritarian past and the shadow of Chinese hegemony, while pursuing the end of

LGBTQ+ discrimination.

Queer activists did not single-handedly construct this geopolitical framing, but many
recognised its tactical value. International endorsements, and U.S. symbolic support in
particular, helped contain domestic conservative backlash. As a senior activist of Taiwan
Alliance to Promote Civil Partnership Rights (TAPCPR), recalled, “after the U.S. legalized
same-sex marriage... we held a protest and marched to both the KMT and DPP headquarters,
demanding their support” (interview with senior activist of TAPCPR, December 2024). The
broader narrative of Taiwan as a “beacon of democracy” (Wu, 2022) similarly elevated
LGBTQ rights as part of Taiwan’s soft-power repertoire, both because the movement mobilised

core democratic institutions such as the legislature, courts, referenda, and gender-equality
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committees (Ho, forthcoming) and because the DPP sought to claim political credit for
legalisation, positioning Taiwan as a regional symbol of liberal progress in contrast to Chinese
authoritarianism. Yet, the decisive turning point was the Constitutional Court ruling:
The DPP claims that this is all their achievement, their credit, but actually the major
turning point was the Constitutional Court ruling... and the point is, Constitutional

Court judges are fully independent (interview with TAPCRP activist, December
2024).

6.3.2  Geopolitical constraints: the securitisation of domestic issues

The same geopolitical developments that offered new forms of leverage also generated new
constraints, sometimes affecting the very movements that had benefitted from rising
international attention. Human-rights groups seeking greater visibility abroad experienced
growing influence from Beijing over international civil-society infrastructures in small but
telling episodes that signalled a shrinking margin of action in international arenas. This
dynamic was especially apparent in the experiences of Covenants Watch (renquan gongyue
shixing jiandu lianmeng AAHE/N #3647 B " ¥t B), an umbrella organisation established in
2009 to monitor Taiwan’s compliance with the two UN human rights covenants after their
domestication, that is, after Taiwan’s legislature passed the Act to Implement the ICCPR and
ICESCR, giving the covenants legal force within Taiwan’s domestic legal system despite

Taiwan’s exclusion from the UN.

Covenants Watch is today a coalition of more than forty NGOs, from disability-rights groups
to environmental lawyers, all working to embed international human-rights standards in a
polity excluded from the UN system. Its members helped invent a uniquely Taiwanese model
of treaty-body review: inviting international experts to Taipei, coordinating dozens of parallel
reports, and pressuring the government to produce action plans in response to concluding
observations (Covenants Watch, 2024). Over time, this process transformed domestic
policymaking, prompting reforms in several areas ranging from prison conditions to disability

rights and gender equality.

However productive this effort to internationalise from the margins had been, it also left
Covenants Watch exposed to China’s extraterritorial pressure. Huang Song-lih, the Convener,
recounted how during a periodic accreditation review for Forum-Asia (a major regional human-

rights federation) Taiwanese member organisations were suddenly removed from the
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organisation’s website. The deletion lasted only a few days, yet it symbolized how intense
could China’s pressure be. Forum-Asia needed UN ECOSOC accreditation to access UN
mechanisms and Beijing, wielding its influence within the committee, routinely targeted any
organisation recognising Taiwan as a political entity. “China doesn’t need to say no directly”,
Huang explained, “they just create the conditions for others to say it for them” (interview with

Huang Song-lih, Convener of Covenants Watch, June 2024).

The episode prompted rare collective defiance: Indian member organisations and others
publicly backed Taiwan’s NGOs, insisting that Forum-Asia risk the loss of accreditation rather
than capitulate. Although the federations ultimately restored the Taiwanese organisations, the
incident exposed how Taiwan’s diplomatic isolation under growingly tense China—U.S.

tensions reverberated down to the micro-level of NGOs’ daily work.

These constraints also intersected with Covenant Watch’s domestic work. Huang noted that
while the organisation had cultivated relationships across political parties, human-rights issues
were often refracted through Taiwan’s contested sovereignty. Conservative legislators
sometimes dismissed UN recommendations as “Western interference”, insisting on “ROC
sovereignty” in opposition to international standards. Efforts toward constitutional reform,
another domain where Covenant Watch has long been active, were similarly hindered by the
geopolitics of identity. Any proposal that touched on the territorial scope of the Republic of
China, even indirectly, provoked anxieties about crossing red lines set not only by Beijing but
also by Washington. As the convener put it, “We work on political reform, parliamentary rules,
indigenous rights, human-rights protections, never on independence. But the moment you enter
the constitutional arena, everyone sees you through a green or blue lens” (interview with Huang

Song-lih, Convenor of Covenants Watch, June 2024).

The queer movement was not immune from these geopolitical pressures either. Cross-Strait

same-sex marriage was possibly the area where geopolitical constraints appeared more sharply.
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Figure 21. Same-sex marriage (SSM) recognition rules in Taiwan. Source: TAPCPR, Taiwan

Equality Campaign website.

Figure 21 shows the regulatory asymmetry that Taiwanese—Chinese couples face. Since China
prohibits same-sex marriage, Taiwanese—Chinese couples could not marry in China, yet
Taiwan also bars them to marry on its own soil, despite allowing Taiwanese nationals to marry

partners from other countries where same-sex marriage is illegal.

Activists of the Taiwan Alliance to Promote Civil Partnership Rights (TAPCPR) also described
how same-sex marriage between Chinese and Taiwanese, a right they had long assumed would
follow naturally from the 2019 legalisation instead became a frontline where equality collided
with the politics of sovereignty and national security. By 2024, Taiwan’s Constitutional Courts
had already affirmed that excluding foreign same-sex spouses violated constitutional equality,
and cases involving partners from other countries had proceeded without major obstacles. But
marriage to a Taiwanese is a route to residency and eventual citizenship, and the moment a
Chinese partner was involved, officials suddenly shifted from their progressive vocabulary of

rights and equality to national security and sovereignty.
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TAPCPR activists recalled the moment this securitisation became explicit. In a meeting with
then—Vice President Chen Chien-jen, held shortly before Chen left office, the Vice President
reaffirmed support for same-sex marriage but added that “before human rights, we first need
sovereignty” (interview with TAPCRP activist, December 2024). “We were really surprised”
Chou commented. “How does allowing same-sex couples from both sides of the Taiwan Strait
to marry have anything to do with sovereignty?” But for the government, Chinese spouses fell

within the logic of the China threat.

For TAPCPR, the constraint was not only legal. Activists described a broader mood, especially
among pro-DPP constituencies, in which almost any form of cross-Strait contact had become
suspect: “any opportunity for Chinese people to come to Taiwan... is met with fierce resistance”
(interview with TAPCRP activist, December 2024). In this climate, intimate rights were
scrutinised through a geopolitical lens. A workaround introduced in 2023 permitted couples to
marry in a third country such as the U.S. or New Zealand and then apply for recognition in
Taiwan, but this left them navigating bureaucratic limbo, costly international travel, and years-

long litigation.

Even when TAPCPR proposed clear administrative fixes, such as allowing same-sex couples
to submit single-status certificates and undergo the same multi-step vetting used for
heterosexual cross-Strait marriages, the government refused, insisting that equalising
procedures would be unfair or would invite security risks (interview with TAPCRP activist,
December 2024). TAPCPR won several lawsuits demonstrating that administrative delays
stemmed not from legal barriers but from political unwillingness. Yet each attempt to push
further encountered the same block. As one activist put it: “there are no legal problems. It’s

political. They don’t want to solve it” (interview with TAPCRP activist, December 2024).

6.4 Direct intervention: PRC outreach and the fragmentation of indigenous activism

While the effects described above emerged largely from the pressures of U.S.—China
competition, indigenous rights activists pointed to a distinct and more direct set of influences
stemming from the People’s Republic of China’s own policies oriented at finding pools of
support among the Taiwanese. Unlike the indirect constraints and opportunities generated by

geopolitical rivalry, these interventions operated through targeted outreach and material
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incentives aimed specifically at indigenous communities, producing new internal tensions

within indigenous social movements.

An activist from the Indigenous Youth Front (yuanzhuminzu gingnian zhenxian /24X R 7% &
F I 4% ) described how intensifying Cross-strait tensions had deepened pre-existing

contradictions inside indigenous communities rather than generating a unified response:

[Cross-strait tensions] is a source of contradiction inside indigenous communities.
As indigenous youth, we can imagine that if the PRC ruled Taiwan, we would have
no real way to fight for our rights because it’s not democratic. So we oppose that
future. But some elders think: “DPP is bad, KMT is bad, why not try the PRC?”
(interview with Indigenous Youth Front activist, December 2024)

This openness was reinforced by sustained PRC outreach, including the cultivation of pro-PRC

indigenous political figures and the organisation of frequent exchange visits to China:

This is partly because the PRC has done a lot of outreach in Taiwan, including
through pro-PRC Indigenous political figures, such as Kao Chin-su Mei.?° They
also provide resources for exchanges: almost every month there’s a group of
Indigenous people, now increasingly young people, going to China for visits or
“exchange” events with China’s “minorities”. The concept of “minority” (shaoshu
minzu) in China and “indigenous peoples” (yuanzhumin) in Taiwan is very
different,?!' but people who go on these trips often only see the positive presentation
and they come back saying: “China takes good care of minorities.” They don’t see
the repressive side (interview with Indigenous Youth Front activist, December
2024)

According to indigenous activists, such trips, often framed as cultural exchanges or tourism,
had become increasingly common, occurring almost monthly and involving growing numbers
of indigenous activists. While participants were typically required to cover their airfare, other
costs were subsidised or reimbursed through PRC-linked networks, allowing organisers to
obscure the political nature of the support. What made this particularly controversial for
indigenous movements was that those engaging in these exchanges were not marginal figures:

The people who travel are both indigenous rights activists and community members,
that’s what worries me. I see it because friends share it, and some of them are close

20 A former actress and Mandopop singer, Kao Chin Su-mei later became an Indigenous legislator. While often
described as pan-Blue—leaning, she has primarily served as an independent and is known for her pro-China stance,
including participation in visits to the PRC and meetings with CCP officials.

21 ' While the PRC formally recognises ethnic minorities, the protections afforded to them are largely administrative
and subordinate to party-state authority. By contrast, Taiwan’s Indigenous peoples are recognised as collective
rights-bearing subjects under constitutional and statutory law, with substantially stronger, even if still contested,
legislative protections.
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to us and have protested with us. I wonder whether their views change afterward.
But I don’t think there’s consensus inside indigenous communities, or even among
indigenous youth. Different individuals and small groups have different directions.
Even if we all support indigenous rights, national-level choices and national
identity can differ. (interview with Indigenous Youth Front activist, December
2024)
Another respondent further clarified this point by stressing that while some indigenous people
remain connected to the ROC, others are largely indifferent to the national question because

the horizon of indigenous political belonging does not necessarily coincide with the nation-

state:

Indigenous identity is tied to the land of their acenstors, this land called Taiwan.
But Taiwan as land is not necessarily the same as Taiwan as a nation-state. Many
indigenous people say, “I love Taiwan” meaning their ancestral land, but they also
support the Republic of China (ROC). For Taiwan independence activists, the ROC
flag can symbolize oppression. But many indigenous people don’t relate to the flag
that way. (interview with indigenous scholar and activist former consultant of the
DPP on matters of Transitional Justice, November 2024)

For this reason, when Cross-strait relations deteriorate, the national question is often perceived
within indigenous communities as fundamentally a “Han problem.” China’s claims over
Taiwan are framed as a conflict between “Chinese” and “Taiwanese” rather than as an
indigenous issue, and even historical events such as the 228 Incident are frequently framed as
struggles between benshengren and waishengren, despite the fact that indigenous people were
also among the victims of the White Terror (interview with indigenous scholar and activist
former consultant of the DPP on matters of Transitional Justice, November, 2024). This
divergence generates internal tensions between those segments of indigenous activism that
align more closely with nationalist imaginaries, often gravitating toward the DPP, and those
that deliberately detach from national politics and instead base electoral choices on the material

benefits offered by competing parties.

These tensions are further exacerbated by the perception that Taiwan’s political parties,
particularly the DPP, have failed to sustain meaningful engagement with indigenous
communities, often assuming indigenous voters to be immutably aligned with the KMT and
therefore deprioritising long-term relationship-building. As one indigenous scholar and former
DPP consultant on transitional justice explained:

There is a structural issue why the DPP does not engage with indigenous voters as
much as it could. Indigenous voting is institutionally separated. If you are
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registered as indigenous, you vote in indigenous constituencies and vote for
indigenous candidates. That makes it easier to manipulate outcomes and
consolidate support around KMT-aligned candidates through local clientelar
networks. And behind some of this support there are actors tied to China. There are
China-linked resources behind some of these networks: opportunities to travel to
China, donations like trucks or medical vans, visible signage saying the donation
came from China or from specific China-linked actors. This creates an image that
“China is good” and “this politician takes care of our health and welfare.” It
becomes an easy way to buy votes (interview with indigenous scholar and activist
former consultant of the DPP on matters of transitional justice, November 2024).

Taken together, this configuration generates constraints for indigenous politics as a whole. As
the same respondent summarised:
So you have this situation where voting behavior by indigenous communities is
KMT-leaning, but indigenous movements often emphasize sovereignty and even
Taiwan independence, it’s contradictory, and it causes tensions within indigenous
activism that prevent us to move forward (interview with indigenous scholar and

activist former consultant of the DPP on matters of transitional justice, November
2024).

This empirical subsection empirically illustrates the direct international constraint pathway
introduced in the theoretical framework. It presents a configuration in which international
actors intervene directly in social movements in the absence of effective national political
mediation, with the result that external influence operates as a threat structure. In this context,
PRC outreach toward indigenous communities, combined with the limited engagement of
domestic governmental actors under DPP rule, deepens internal divisions, undermines
organizational cohesion, and constrains the capacity for coordinated collective mobilization

rather than generating unified contention.
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Figure 22. The direct international constraint pathway and the fragmentation of indigenous

activism

Figure 22 reproduces this causal mechanism and adapts it to the empirical case examined here.
The figure visually captures how the People’s Republic of China’s outreach policies toward
Indigenous groups in Taiwan bypass national political mediation and act directly on movement
constituencies, exacerbating tensions between community-level identities and movement-
based political projects and producing fragmentation and demobilization within Indigenous

activism.

Unlike the social justice movements discussed earlier in this chapter, where geopolitical rivalry
primarily reshaped discursive opportunities and constraints, indigenous movements confronted
a more direct form of external and targeted intervention, one that operated simultaneously at
the levels of identity and material resources. This may be one factor which helps understand
why even sustained mobilisation, such as the long-running indigenous occupation in front of
the Presidential Office demanding the recognition of ancestral land, never gained the same

traction and eventually washed out compared to other rights-based campaigns.
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Indirect effects: geopolitics mediated through domestic politics

This section examines the indirect effects of geopolitics on Taiwan’s post-Sunflower
movement field by tracing how external pressures were filtered through domestic political
structures, above all party competition, and openness of State institutions following the
electoral turnover. In the configuration described in Chapter 2 as the State-mediated causal
pathway, geopolitical change does not shape collective action primarily by directly
constraining or enabling movements from “outside”, but by reconfiguring the state’s
opportunity structure and the incentives attached to engagement with it. In Taiwan after 2016,
intensifying cross-Strait tension and China’s expanding coercive toolkit interacted with the
transition from KMT to DPP rule to reshape where leverage was perceived to lie: who could
be treated as an ally, which institutions could be targeted, and which forms of contention were
likely to be effective. In many cases, the DPP’s return to power seemed to have an inhibitory
effect on street protest, as movement actors under heightened perceptions of geopolitical risk
prioritised the pro-independence camp’s political struggle and sought to avoid actions that
could be seen as weakening it. The cases that follow, ranging from the institutionalisation of
loose networks into fully functioning SMOs to the migration of activists into party politics
show how movements recalibrated in response to this domestically mediated reordering of the

best strategic course of action.

6.5 From protest to policy: the institutionalisation of the Taiwan Economic Democracy
Union (EDU)

The transformation of the Democratic Front Against the Cross-Strait Service and Trade

Agreement (DFCSSTA), the main advoacy platform of the Sunflower Movement, into the
Economic Democracy Union is a good case to analyse how geopolitical pressures are mediated
through domestic political structures. While concerns over China’s growing economic
influence remained constant, the 2016 electoral shift under Democratic Progressive Party rule
created new opportunities for engagement with the State, even if limited by entrenched

bureaucratic and business structures which remained largely unchanged.
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6.5.1  The Democratic Front Against the Cross-Strait Service and Trade Agreement

The Democratic Front against the Cross-Strait Service and Trade Agreement emerged in late
2013 as a broad civil society coalition opposing the Ma Ying-jeou administration’s attempt to
rapidly ratify the CSSTA. The Democratic Front, rather than being a single organisation,
functioned as a coordinating platform that brought together a diverse range of civil society
actors, including long-established non-governmental organisations, labour unions, student
groups, professional associations, and advocacy groups concerned with democracy, economic
justice, media freedom, and Taiwan’s sovereignty (for more details into the DCSSTA

functioning and composition see Hsu, 2017).

Many participating organisations had prior experience in social movement activism but
differed significantly in size, resources, and ideological focus. The DFCSTTA thus represented
a rare instance of cross-sectoral mobilisation, uniting groups that were not necessarily aligned
on all political issues but were able to cooperate around shared concerns about procedural
democracy and the perceived long-term implications of the CSSTA. This coalition played a
crucial role in sustaining opposition to the agreement and later became an important
organisational precursor to the Sunflower Movement. Activists involved in the Democratic
Front combined street protest with attempts to engage formal legislative channels. As one

participant recalled:

Between the founding of the Democratic Front and allied groups such as Black
Island Youth [in September 2013] and the occupation of the Legislative Yuan [in
March 2014], we did a lot of activities about this thing. We would go to public
hearings to discuss the CSSTA. We were invited by Democratic Progressive Party
legislators to participate as students and civil society represtnatives and formally
present their concerns. But the thing is, the hearings never actually work. At some
point there were 16 hearings in the span of two weeks, all in different parts of the
city. It means nothing, nobody actually listens to anything. They had already made
up their mind (interview with former Black Island Youth and Democratic Front
activist, April 2024).

This experience shaped the decision that led to the Sunflower Movement occupation

By March 2014 we felt we’d tried everything. Professors in the Democratic Front
had connections with DPP legislators, some legislators were former activists, so
there was trust. They learned the DPP had also tried everything and there was no
concrete way to stop the agreement. We expected a week-long rally outside
parliament to delay the process, but it was passed extremely fast, like 30 seconds.
Everyone was shocked. It became not only about the CSSTA but about the KMT’s
ability to push through something major so quickly; people feared they could do
even worse, like a unification agreement. After seeing the “30 seconds” passage,
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those outside, including me, were stunned and felt we had to do something
(interview with former Black Island Youth and Democratic Front activist, April
2024).

The rapid “30-second” passage of the CSSTA review in March 2014 crystallised the belief that
existing democratic procedures were incapable of constraining executive authority in matters
of Cross-strait economic integration. This experience directly informed the decision to occupy
the Legislative Yuan during the Sunflower Movement, marking a shift from institutional

engagement to disruptive contention.

Importantly, the DFCSSTA did not dissolve after the Sunflower Movement but instead became
an organisational and ideological precursor to the Economic Democracy Union (EDU). This
transition reflected a broader reframing of cross-strait economic relations in Taiwan. Since the
liberalization of cross-strait investment and trade in the 1990s, geographic proximity and
linguistic and cultural affinities had facilitated dense business linkages, particularly through
Taiwanese firms operating manufacturing and service facilities in the People’s Republic of
China (Rigger, 2021). While these ties generated economic growth, they were also growingly
percevied as creating channels through which PRC state actors and Chinese Communist Party—
linked interests could exert economic influence (Wu, Y.S. 2005; Wu, J.M. 2016). The
institutionalisation of informal Sunflower-era activist networks, such as the transformation of

the Democratic Front into the Economic Democracy Union, reflects this broader shift.

Today, EDU stands as the most prominent civil society actor engaged in grassroots monitoring
of cross-strait economic relations, carrying forward the Sunflower Movement’s core demand
for transparency and democratic oversight by translating movement claims into sustained
policy advocacy and public scrutiny. As Lai Chung-chiang, the founder and Convenor of EDU,
recalled, “two hours after Taiwan and China signed the Cross-Strait Service Trade Agreement
on June 21, 2013, DFCSSTA held the first cross-organisational press conference to protest it”
(interview with Lai Chung-chiang, founder and Convenor of Economic Democracy Union,
August 2024). What began as a loose coalition of NGOs coalesced, after the 2014 occupation,
into a more permanent organisation. This organisational consolidation was accompanied by a
conceptual redefinition of the movement’s goals. As Lai explained:

Since the deal was about both the trade of services and the trade of goods, some

people were joking, asking whether we were against the service or the goods part.

So we decided, after a formal meeting, to rename ourselves the Economic

Democracy Union (interview with Lai Chung-chiang, founder and Convenor of
Economic Democracy Union, August 2024, trnslation by the author).
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The new name was more than rebranding: it was a shift away from the reactive stance of anti-
trade mobilisation and toward a sustained defence of Taiwan’s political and economic
sovereignty. As Lai put it:
The core mission of this organisation is to defend Taiwan’s democratic system and
safeguard its political and economic autonomy. China wants Taiwan to lose its
economic independence, because once it loses its economic autonomy, it will lose
its political independence too (interview with Lai Chung-chiang, founder and

Convenor of the Economic Democracy Union, August 2024, translation by the
author).

6.5.2  EDU’s campaigns following the Sunflower Movement

In the post—Sunflower Movement period, the organization positioned itself as a central civil
society actor monitoring how PRC-linked capital, opaque investment practices, and coercive
economic measures, such as selective boycotts of Taiwanese products that find big market
opportunities in mainland China and non-tariff barriers, undermine Taiwan’s regulatory
capacity over the influx of PRC-linked capital and business operations. Although Taiwanese
law restricts PRC firms from owning more than 30% of shares in most companies based in
Taiwan, enforcement gaps persist, particularly where “shell” companies and third-party
intermediaries are used to establish de facto controlling stakes. EDU’s work after 2014 thus
reflects a broader understanding that economic liberalization without democratic safeguards
can expose Taiwan to forms of influence that operate below the threshold of formal political

intervention (EDU leaflet, distributed during Bluebird protest event, May 2024).

Against this backdrop, EDU translated the mobilizational legacy of the Sunflower Movement
into sustained post-2014 campaigns centered on economic transparency and regulatory
enforcement. Rather than relying primarily on street protest, the organization has adopted
investigative advocacy and policy research as core tools. This new course of action is well
examplified by the episode of investigation EDU conducted into the Taiwan-based tourism
platform ezTravel. The investigation began with an incident involving a PRC national, staying
at a luxury hotel in Paris owned by Taiwan’s Evergreen Hotels, who livestreamed a protest
after discovering that the hotel did not display the flag of the People’s Republic of China. The
individual, an internet influencer, broadcast his complaint online, quickly drawing attention to
the hotel and its Taiwanese ownership. Shortly afterward, reports circulated that the hotel had

been removed from ezTravel’s booking platforms (Sando, 2025).
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This sequence of events prompted researchers at EDU to look more closely at ezTravel’s
corporate structure. By examining publicly available business records, they discovered that
ezTravel’s parent company, ezTravel Co. Ltd., was wholly owned by affiliates of Trip.com, a
Singapore-based travel company operating in the PRC. According to EDU, all nine members
of Trip.com’s board are Chinese nationals, and two serve as members of the Chinese People’s
Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), a body linked to the Chinese Communist Party’s
United Front Work Department. On this basis, EDU argued that the case likely illustrated how
PRC-linked capital could circumvent Taiwan’s investment regulations. To bring the issue into
public view, EDU organized a series of press conferences, which in turn prompted public

responses from Taiwan’s government.

Similarly, EDU’s intervention in the Apple Daily Taiwan case brought public attention to the
risks that PRC-backed acquisitions pose to data sovereignty and personal data protection,
ultimately prompting government injunctions and administrative penalties. The issue entered
mainstream public debate after the PRC government invoked the 2020 Hong Kong National
Security Law (xianggang guojia anquan fa % % Bl K % 4 %) to target the Hong Kong—based
newspaper Apple Daily. The Chinese Communist Party prosecuted the paper and its owner,
Jimmy Lai, for their editorial support of the Hong Kong pro-democracy movement. These
actions directly affected Apple Daily’s Taiwanese subsidiary, which had operated in Taiwan
for more than two decades. In 2021, a Hong Kong court ordered Apple Daily Taiwan to
surrender its assets to a Singaporean buyer, Joseph Phua. These assets included twenty years
of investigative archives containing sensitive information on Taiwanese citizens and political
figures. EDU immediately raised concerns that the transfer of this data as part of the sale could
violate Article 41 of Taiwan’s Personal Data Protection Act (geren ziliao baohu fa 1B A& #t
£% 3% i%). Lai Chung-chiang further alleged that the buyer had received PRC funding and
intended to use the archived data for purposes beyond operating a news outlet. Again, TEDU
organized successive press conferences to raise public awareness about this case of possible
PRC economic influence. In December 2021, Taiwan’s Ministry of Culture responded to
TEDU’s concerns by issuing an injunction against the expatriation of Apple Daily’s archived
data. These cases illustrate how EDU has acted as a watchdog compensating for the Taiwanese

state’s limited capacity to monitor complex ownership structures and cross-border capital flows.

At the same time, after the Sunflower movement, EDU has started working to expand the limits

of domestic civil society action in countering PRC economic coercion that operates at the scale
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of international trade. The PRC’s use of import bans and informal boycotts against Taiwanese
agricultural and industrial products presents challenges that exceed the resources of capital-
poor NGOs. In response, EDU has expanded its advocacy to the international level,
emphasizing coalition-building among like-minded democracies. In June 2023, EDU
collaborated with the Friedrich Naumann Foundation to organize an international forum titled
“How Democracies Counter the PRC’s Economic Coercion”, bringing together experts from
Taiwan and abroad to share experiences and best practices for resisting coercive trade measures

(Friedrich Neumann Foundation, 2023).

Building on these exchanges, EDU has advanced the proposal of a “Democratic Defense Trade
Agreement,” under which participating democracies would commit in advance to purchasing
goods targeted by PRC economic sanctions. The aim of such an arrangement would be to blunt
the coercive leverage of selective boycotts by rapidly reallocating demand among politically
aligned partners. In this sense, the proposal seeks to institutionalize earlier, ad hoc successes in
the diversion of trade flows. An example is the 2021 PRC ban on Taiwanese pineapple imports,
which prompted swift coordination between Taiwanese civil society actors, government
agencies, and foreign partners. Through public advocacy campaigns and diplomatic outreach,
Japanese importers were rapidly mobilized to increase purchases of Taiwanese pineapples,
helping to absorb surplus supply and stabilize prices for affected farmers (South China Morning
Post, 2021). According to EDU’s Convener, the increased success shown by these strategies
was partially a consequence of changes in the geopolitical landscape, in which worsening
Cross-strait relations and intensifying US—China rivalry created stronger incentives for
democratic states to collectively resist and offset PRC-led economic coercion:

Our goals and initiatives haven’t changed in the past ten years, but, starting after

the Sunflower Movement we’ve been able to feel that the entire international

geopolitical landscape has changed. More international NGOs, and governments

or politicians from Europe, the U.S., Japan, and Australia have been more closely

following Taiwan’s role in the international geopolitical scene and the global

industry chain restructuring process, and it is easier for us to mobilise them these

days (interview with Lai Chung-chiang, Economic Democracy Union, August
2024, translation by the author).

By linking domestic economic resilience to international democratic solidarity, EDU has
reframed resistance to economic coercion as a collective action problem rather than a purely

national one.
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6.5.3 Activism under conditions of bureaucratic continuity

While the international dimension of Cross-strait relations opened some opportunities, the
domestic political structure offered fewer openings after the electoral shift to a DPP
government. When asked about the process of moving from street protests to policy adovacy
and less disruptive forms of collective action, Lai made a central argument that this was a
response to the persistence of domestic political structures. He clarified that the decline in street
protests under DPP rule was not the reflection of an improvement in the issues that concerned
the organisation. Instead, he pointed to institutional continuity beneath changes in ruling parties.

He stated:

Taiwan, for a long time after the war, was continuously governed by the
Kuomintang. There was a change in ruling parties in 2000, when the Democratic
Progressive Party came to power, and again in 2008, when the KMT returned.
Since 2016, the DPP has been in power again. On the surface, it looks like there
have been changes in ruling parties. But in certain sectors, such as the financial and
economic departments, the deep-rooted influence of the old KMT political system
has remained firmly in place. Their influence over the civil service system and
bureaucratic thinking has persisted for a long time (interview with Lai Chung-
chiang, Economic Democracy Union, August 2024, translation by the author).

To illustrate, he offered the example of the Cross-Strait CEO Summit, a platform that brings

together Taiwanese and Chinese business elites to foster eocnomic cooperation:

This organisation was personally approved by Xi Jinping. On the Taiwanese side,
it was driven by former Vice President Vincent Siew, and up to now, there have
been seven former Ministers of Economic Affairs involved. Several government-
funded institutions — including the Industrial Technology Research Institute
(ITRI), the Taiwan External Trade Development Council (TAITRA), and the
Chung-Hua Institution for Economic Research (CIER) — are still members. They
even pay annual membership fees of more than one hundred thousand dollars each
year. So even though it looks like the ruling party has changed, the underlying
structures have not (interview with Lai Chung-chiang, founder and Convenor of
the Economic Democracy Union, August 2024, translation by the author).

For Lai, this structural continuity required a corresponding transformation in activism. Large-
scale protests had exhausted their political effectiveness, but the deeper problem was China’s
economic penetration and Taiwan’s bureaucratic inertia. This problem demanded longer-term,
institutional forms of contention. Under the Kuomintang, there were more agreements and
direct exchanges, but under the DPP, the expansion of Chinese capital did not stop. The
fundamental attitude of Taiwan’s financial and economic departments remained lenient. Faced

with this reality, the EDU repositioned itself: instead of mass mobilisation, it developed an
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infrastructure of investigation, legal advocacy, and selective legislative collaboration: “We
conduct investigations and hold press conferences. If the authorities repeatedly ignore us, only
then we protest against them” (interview with Lai Chung-chiang, founder and Convenor of the

Economic Democracy Union, August 2024, translation by the author).

This recalibration reflected not a retreat from politics but a reassessment of where power truly
resided. For the EDU, the persistence of KMT-aligned bureaucratic structures meant that
protesting the DPP would have missed the real target: the system of technocrats and
administrators whose loyalties, habits, and assumptions still reflected an older political order.
The DPP, by contrast, was seen as an imperfect but necessary partner: constrained, often
indecisive, but ultimately aligned with the movement’s vision oriented towards safeguarding
Taiwan’s sovereignty. This understanding encouraged a more cooperative posture after 2016:
instead of mobilising against the government, the EDU sought to work alongside sympathetic
legislators and ministries to advance reforms from within. “We try our best to persuade the
DPP”, Lai admitted, “but once our suggestions reach the ministries, the bureaucrats (still the
old KMT group) block most of them.” When asked why they did not engage similarly with the
KMT itself, the response was unequivocal:

Up until now, the KMT does not recognize the idea of a sovereign nation built by

the 23 million people within the Taiwan archipelago. The boundaries of the country

they recognize include mainland China. So, trying to persuade the KMT to achieve

our policy goals is unlikely to succeed (interview with Lai Chung-chiang, founder

and Convenor of the Economic Democracy Union, August 2024, translation by the
author).

The EDU’s trajectory crystallised a broader pattern visible across Taiwan’s post-Sunflower
landscape, one in which institutionalisation emerged as a form of strategic adaptation shaped
by both geopolitical pressure and the need to navigate partisan politics. For activists concerned
with the democratic handling of cross-strait relations, turning a protest coalition into a
professional policy organisation was not about settling down or abandoning contention, but
about finding a new way to defend Taiwan’s autonomy. The threat of Chinese economic
influence persisted long after the protests ended, and the DPP’s return to power in 2016 offered
a political environment more open to dialogue. Working within this space allowed groups like
the Economic Democracy Union to translate their movement ideals into policy proposals and
legal reforms, something that would be unthinkable under any Kuomintang amdinistration,
whose refusal to recognise Taiwan’s sovereignty left no room for cooperation. Yet even as the

DPP created access points, EDU remained aware of their limits: KMT-era bureaucratic
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networks continued to dominate Taiwan’s financial and economic institutions, blocking many
of the reforms he and his colleagues proposed. In this sense, institutionalisation became both
collaboration and critique, a way to engage with the State while still pushing against its

entrenched structures.

6.6 Entering the State: the institutionalisation of post-Sunflower activism through party

politics
If, for organisations such as the Economic Democracy Union (EDU), institutionalisation
involved translating movement demands into policy expertise, another pathway took shape
through the incorporation of movement actors into party politics. In the electoral cycles
following 2014, this occurred through two related trajectories. On the one hand, Sunflower
activists established their own movement-parties in an attempt to preserve organisational
autonomy. Two examples are the New Power Party (NPP) and the Social Democratic Party
(SDP). On the other, activists entered the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), which had
positioned itself as the central gatekeeper of pro-independence politics. As the dominant force
within the pan-green camp, the DPP controlled access to electoral viability and state resources,
shaping the conditions under which movement actors could credibly enter electoral politics,

especially in light of Taiwan’s precarious geopolitical conditions.

Over time, this gatekeeping role extended beyond those who joined the DPP directly. Some
activists initially pursued electoral politics through smaller parties before transitioning into the
DPP as the limits of those organisations became apparent. The NPP and the SDP, that had
emerged from the Sunflower Movement with the explicit aim of distancing themselves from
established party politics remained structurally entangled within Taiwan’s bipartisan order.
While such parties could claim more radical pro-independence ideology, their capacity to
influence policy or protect reforms ultimately depended on cooperation with the DPP as the

dominant governing force.

6.6.1  The emergence of Sunflower-based parties

Taiwan was no stranger to protest before the Sunflower Movement. Earlier waves of
mobilisation (most notably those associated with democratisation) had produced significant

institutional change, yet none had resulted in the creation of movement parties. In this respect,
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the Sunflower Movement marked a qualitative departure. As Nachman (2025) argues,
movement parties in contested states emerge under two necessary conditions: heightened
threats by the contesting state (the PRC), and a strained relationship between social movements
and the dominant pro-independence party. In Taiwan, both conditions converged after 2014.
The emergence of movement parties reflected growing concern over China’s expanding
influence and dissatisfaction with the Democratic Progressive Party’s (DPP) increasingly

moderate, status quo—oriented approach to sovereignty.

Importantly, the formation of movement parties did not reflect the emergence of new issues,
new claims or ideological stands, as normally suggested by the literature on party formation
(Kitschelt, 1989). Rather, these parties articulated more radical interpretations of existing
ideological commitments, particularly regarding Taiwan’s sovereignty and relationship with
China. The central concern was not ideological novelty, but whether existing parties, especially
the DPP, were seen as capable of responding adequately to China’s territorial claims.
Movement-party formation thus represents one of the indirect effects of geopolitics on
movement strategies: geopolitical pressures were mediated through domestic party politics,

producing organisational experimentation in response to perceived misalignment with the DPP.

Both movement parties that emerged from the Sunflower Movement, the New Power Party
(NPP) and the Social Democratic Party (SDP), originated in the social movement organisation
Taiwan Citizens Union (TCU). The TCU was founded in 2013 by former DPP politician Lin
Yi-hsiung following his departure from the party in 2006. A convinced opponent of the
Kuomintang (KMT), Lin had grown increasingly dissatisfied with the DPP’s position as the
sole pro-independence—leaning party. For years, activists had discussed the possibility of
creating an alternative opposition party not connected to the DPP. Since the Anti-Media
Monopoly Movement in 2012, individual activists and movement leaders had periodically
raised the idea of forming their own party, but these discussions had never materialised into a

concrete organisational project.

Perceiving both the dangers posed by the KMT and the limitations of the DPP’s approach to
sovereignty, the TCU was established in late 2013 to bring together a group of like-minded
individuals committed to Taiwanese independence to explore the creation of a new opposition
party. Lin invited NGO workers, academics, activists, lawyers, and several Green Party

politicians to his home for regular meetings, where the idea of a new party was openly
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discussed. Its members shared a broad set of commitments: opposition to the KMT, support for
Taiwanese independence, endorsement of political reform, and advocacy of progressive social

issues. As one member recalled, ideological formulation was secondary to organisational issues:

We did not have the time to worry about the specifics ideological issues. We knew
we were on the same side. We were all pro-independence, we all hated the KMT,
no one really aligned with the DPP, but the specifics about what sone of us meant
about “pro-independence” or “pro-social reform” we did not have the time to figure
out these things out back then. We had more urgent problems (interview with NPP
founder, quoted in Nachman, 2025: 140).

The TCU’s ideological core thus centred on Taiwan’s contested status rather than on detailed
programmatic positions. This shared orientation sustained the organisation through the end of
2014. Following the Sunflower Movement, however, the TCU became increasingly divided
into two dominant factions resulting from both personal anymosity and progrmmatic
differences. One faction was led by Fan Yun, a prominent Taiwanese feminist scholar and
activist, well known among the Taiwanese social movement scene, together with Chen Shang-
chih, a political science professor at National Chung-Cheng University, while the other was led
by Lin Yi-hsiung. The disagreements between the factions were not primarily ideological, but
tactical—especially regarding whether and how the new party the TCU was trying to envision
would have to cooperate with the DPP. The Fan faction argued that any cooperation with the
DPP would undermine the new party’s purpose by reinforcing the DPP’s dominance and
denying citizens a genuine progressive alternative. The Lin faction, by contrast, viewed
cooperation with the DPP as a strategic necessity in order to prevent a KMT return to power

under conditions of heightened geopolitical risk.

These disagreements proved irreconcilable and by the fall of 2014, the TCU had dissolved.
Lin’s faction formally registered the New Power Party (NPP) in January 2015, while Fan’s
faction established the Social Democratic Party (SDP) in March 2015. The NPP adopted a pro-
independence and explicitly anti-China platform, offering a new political vehicle for young
activists entering formal politics for the first time. In doing so, it distinguished itself from the
DPP, whose position on Taiwan’s independence had increasingly shifted toward safeguarding
the status quo (Kwan and Fell, 2020). From an electoral campaigning perspective, the NPP
actively recruited visible figures from the Sunflower Movement, including Freddy Lim and

Huang Kuo-chang, both of whom had played prominent roles in earlier protest movements.
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By contrast, Fan’s SDP articulated a more explicitly left-oriented profile. Like social
democratic parties elsewhere, the SDP focused a large part of its political program on curbing
inequalities and promoting labour protection and social and environemntal justice, while
promoting a form of indigenous Taiwanese nationalism not rooted in the Republic of China
framework. The SDP emphasised clean campaigning, organisational restraint, and candidate
expertise over celebrity or visibility. Among its most recognisable figures were Jennifer Lu and
Miao Po-ya, both of whom were deeply involved in LGBTQ+ activism and would later become

pivotal figures of the marriage equality movement.

In the years following the Sunflower Movement, both parties remained active in sustaining
grassroots campaigns on issues such as labour rights, environmental protection, nuclear phase-
out, and marriage equality. The New Power Party’s success in the 2016 legislative elections,
when it secured five seats, marked an important shift in this landscape. Parliamentary
representation granted the NPP a degree of institutional access that repositioned it as a potential
conduit for movement demands within the legislature, and increasingly as a focal point for

advocacy efforts aimed at translating street-level mobilisation into formal policy initiatives.

Among movement actors, however, the NPP was often viewed in an ambivalent way. Some
saw it as too weak to substantially influence political outcomes, while others perceived it as so
closely aligned with the pan-Green camp that, as one labour activist put it, “one might as well
reach out to the DPP itself” (interview with Taiwan Labor Front member, March 2024). These
perceptions hardened in 2019, when internal disagreements over cooperation with the DPP led
two prominent NPP legislators, Freddy Lim and Hung Tzu-yung, to leave the party. Both
continued to serve as independents while aligning with the DPP in legislative practice; Hung
unsuccessfully sought re-election in 2020, and Lim formally joined the DPP in 2023. Together,
these developments reinforced doubts within the movement about the NPP’s capacity to remain

an independent political vehicle rather than an adjunct to the established pan-Green camp.

6.6.2  The DPP as a gatekeeper of post-Sunflower institutionalisation

If for a significant subset of former Sunflower activists institutionalisation took the form of
direct entry into electoral politics through the establishment of movement parties, for others it
meant entering existing ones. This transition was not primarily driven by personal ambition or

ideological convergence with an established party, but by a shared assessment of the post-2014
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political field, under conditions in which geopolitical urgency constrained viable institutional
pathways. Within this field, the Democratic Progressive Party came to be perceived as a
gatekeeper of political possibility within the pro-independence camp, both at the national and

the local level.

Activists who had been central to movement organisations such as the Black Island Youth
Front and the Democratic Front Against the Cross-Strait Service Trade Agreement were
already socialised into a political logic that treated Taiwan’s sovereignty as the precondition
for democratic practice. As one former Anti-Media Monopoly and Sunflower Movement

activist, who later entered electoral politics as a DPP politician, put it:

Today as in 2014, my main concern is still the sustainability of our democracy.
And without sovereignty, there would be no democracy. To maintain the status quo
is to maintain that Taiwan is a country, an independent country, not a part of China.
Without that foundation, there’s no way for Taiwan to even discuss progressive
values. The only basic principle is to secure this foundation: Taiwan being a
sustainable democracy that can decide things for itself (interview with former
Sunflower activist and DPP politician, September 2024).

In this context, geopolitical urgency reordered political priorities. Progressive causes such as
labour rights, gender equality, and environmental protection, remained core normative
commitments for progressive groups, but came to be understood as contingent upon the
preservation of Taiwan’s autonomy and democratic continuity. This shift ultimately
advantaged the DPP, a major party rich in resources, whose central function was seen as
keeping the KMT out of government and ensuring that both state and society maintained a
shared position treating Taiwan as politically separate from China. This framing shaped how

former activists assessed their party options:

I received a lot of invitations. The DPP asked me to join, but so did the New Power
Party. So, I asked Huang Kuo-chang [the leader of the NPP] one question: if the
DPP loses power, what will you do? What does that mean to you? He said it would
be an opportunity for the NPP. But he wasn’t thinking about what would happen to
all the values we’ve been advocating for decades, all the progress made from 2016
to 2018 on pension, labour, environmental reforms. If the KMT came back, all of
that would be gone. So I was quite disappointed. The smaller parties were thinking
of their own survival, not of the bigger picture (interview with former Sunflower
activist and DPP politician, September 2024).

In this context, the prospect of a Kuomintang (KMT) return to power, particularly following

the DPP’s significant losses in 2018 and the rise of populist challengers, intensified perceptions
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of existential risk and prompted young Sunflower activists to enter its ranks. Electoral defeat
was interpreted not merely as alternation in government, but as the potential reversal of reforms
achieved since 2016 and as a weakening of Taiwan’s geopolitical position. The decision to join
the DPP was, in some cases, a calculated risk. One activist turned DPP politicians shared he

had to meet with senior party leaders several times before accepting to join the party:

I knew it [joining the DPP] would cost me politically. People would say, you’ve
criticised the DPP for years for not being progressive enough, and now you’re
joining them. But I saw the dilemma clearly. The DPP is not perfect, but if the
KMT came back, Taiwan would move in the opposite direction entirely. At least
the DPP is moving forward (interview with former Sunflower activist and DPP
politician, September 2024, parenthesis added).
These conditions reshaped how former Sunflower activists perceived the partisan landscape.
While smaller parties such as the New Power Party (NPP) retained strong symbolic and
organisational ties to the movement, they were often perceived as the institutional expression
of a single internal faction. This perception discouraged activists who had not belonged to that
faction from joining, despite ideological alignment. As one former Sunflower activist explained,

factionalism was a key reason why he, despite sharing similar priority towards radical positions

on Taiwanese nationalist, chose to join the DPP rather than the NPP:

I took part in the movement knowing what I wanted, and my motivations were clear.
I was driven by Taiwanese nationalism. The NPP at the time was almost like a
second party addressing Taiwan independence, even more radically than the DPP.
So it wasn’t that the DPP was the only route for that kind of politics. The question
was why you would join a newer party when it was clearly run by one faction from
within the movement. If you weren’t part of that faction, even during the movement,
there was no point in joining a party that emerged from it. If we are being very
Machiavellian about it, it comes down to politics: who is a friend and who is an
enemy. The NPP didn’t feel very friendly. It was not inclusive. The DPP, because
it is so large, has to be inclusive (interview with fomer Sunflower activist who later
joined the DPP, October 2024).

Similarly, the NPP limited governing capacity constrained their appeal as vehicles for sustained
political intervention. Even when activists expressed affinity with the NPP’s origins or
programmatic commitments, doubts persisted regarding its capacity to safeguard existing
policy gains or withstand geopolitical pressure in the event of a pan-blue resurgence. These
concerns intensified after the setbacks suffered by progressive forces in 2018, including the
referendum defeats and the DPP’s loss of its Kaohsiung stronghold, outcomes widely attributed

to China-sponsored disinformation campaigns, and were further reinforced by developments
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in Hong Kong in 2019. Minor parties’ orientation toward electoral opportunity and survival
appeared increasingly misaligned with the perceived scale of these threats. As a consequnece,
entry into the DPP was framed as a strategic response to structural constraint rather than an
endorsement of the party actions. As another Sunflower Movement activist explained when
reflecting on her trajectory from the NPP to found Doublethink Lab, a research NGO focused
on mapping and countering disinformation campaigns, and her subsequent return to electoral

politics through the DPP:

After the 2018 election and referendum outcomes, I was devastated and felt our
[the NPP] approach wasn’t efficient. I also realized disinformation was becoming
extremely impactful, especially among older residents in my district, so I shifted
focus. Taiwan needed an organization focused on disinformation. We spent about
a year building it; the Doublethink Lab was founded in 2019. After 2019, the
pandemic hit in 2020, and disinformation surged globally. Taiwan’s pandemic
response and experience with China made international actors see Taiwan as a key
partner. Foreign NGOs began setting up offices in Taiwan, and ties between
Taiwanese and international civil society strengthened. But domestically we
sometimes felt like just another organization. It was frustrating: we identified
tactics and attacks, but the government doesn’t always act on it. Last year senior
DPP politicians met with me. At the end they asked me to run for the DPP. I told
them my goal isn’t to be a politician but to fix the disinformation problem. I asked
Doublethink Lab’s co-founder for advice and we concluded that to solve it, we
need someone in government as well, so I agreed to run again (interview with
Tseng Po-yu, Doublethink Lab co-founder and DPP politician, April 2024).

Seen from this perspective, the movement-to-party transition among former Sunflower activists
reflects neither simple co-optation nor a particular ideological affinity with the DPP, but rather,
as one activist-turned-politician put it “a vague sense of choosing Taiwan over China”
(interview with Chang Ji-ho, Sunflower activist and DPP Keelung city councillor, October
2024). In other words, the DPP’s role as the dominant governing force within the pan-green

camp became a bottleneck activists had to pass through in order to push for their desidred

political change.

6.6.3  The rise and fall of movement-parties’ challenge to the DPP

The DPP’s gatekeeping function extended beyond those who formally joined its ranks. Even
smaller movement-parties remained structurally dependent on the DPP as a governing ally.

Although both the NPP and the SDP were founded in part as alternatives to the DPP, criticising
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its moderation on social justice issues and its perceived conservative, status-quo oriented
approach to sovereignty, their strategic space has been deeply constrained by Taiwan’s

contested status.

Both the SDP and the NPP initially sought to position themselves as independent progressive
forces capable of supervising whichever major party held power. This logic was especially
evident in the period leading up to the 2016 elections, when movement parties attempted to
maintain equal distance from both the DPP and the Kuomintang (Fell, 2021). As one Sunflower
activist turned SDP politician put it:

In 2015, when the SDP was founded, we had figured out that the DPP would
probably win the election and become the ruling party. So we thought that we
should keep some distance from the DPP because we wanted to be a “supervisory
force” (jiandu de liliang). So in the 2016 elections, the SDP did not publicly support
any presidential candidate. We wanted to persuade voters that no matter who got
elected, we will be supervising (interview with SDP politician, August 2024,
translation by the author).

In practice, however, this equidistance proved difficult to sustain

In retrospect, I don't think that was the right strategy. Just like Taiwan can never
maintain the same distance between the US and China, small parties in Taiwan can
never keep the same distance between the KMT and the DPP. It’s a matter of
perspective, how voters see who you are (interview with SDP politician, August
2024, translation by the author)
In this framing, Taiwan’s geopolitical predicament translates directly into domestic partisan
positioning: the KMT was associated with China and the DPP with the United States. Just as
Taiwan could not plausibly remain neutral between the two, small parties found it untenable to
find an equidistant position between the dominant camps of domestic politics. After its defeat
in 2016, the SDP gradually redefined its position, aligning with the DPP on sovereignty,
national defense, and foreign policy, while maintaining independent stances on domestic issues

such as housing, inflation, and labour rights. This reorientation was not only about ideology,

but also about credibility:

After the 2016 election, we have slowly adjusted our relationship with the DPP. So
I think the most ideal relationship is for now to be allies with them in foreign affairs,
in national defense and for matters of State sovereignty. And then we have different
opinions on domestic issues like housing, inflation, or tax. Because it's about
creating reliable new options for people. It's not only about difference, it's also
about reliability. If you want to be reliable for the Taiwanese, you have to be very
firm on State sovereignty, on national defense and on foreign policy. And then you
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can tell people that you have different ideas when it comes to domestic issues
(interview with SDP politician, August 2024).

This logic also shaped the SDP’s approach to coalition-building. While the party was open to
issue-based cooperation, it emphasised that its primary alliances lay in civil society rather than
cross-camp electoral partnerships. Alignment with the DPP on questions of sovereignty was
understood as a necessary condition for maintaining credibility among movement actors. Even
parties outside the KMT, such as the Taiwan People’s Party, were regarded as unsuitable
partners. Despite presenting itself since 2019 as a centrist, technocratic alternative and
occasionally adopting progressive social positions on issues such as housing justice (Taiwan
People Party, 2023), the TPP’s stance on national identity and relations with China imposed

firm limits on coalition-building beyond the pan-Green camp.

An analogous process can be observed in the NPP’s evolution. Lev Nachman (2025) has
offered the most comprehensive account of movement-party formation in Taiwan, arguing that
such parties emerged not from issue novelty or political opportunity structures, as existing
theory would suggest, but from Taiwan’s contested statehood. This insight helps explain why
many third-party forces failed to endure, why their members frequently migrated to the very
party they had initially sought to challenge, and why even parties born out of dissatisfaction
with the DPP ultimately worked closely with it. As one founder of the NPP recalled:
In 2016 we thought we had an opportunity to create a new platform that would get
the youth to vote. Since so many young people still disliked the DPP after the
Sunflower, we thought creating a new party would get them to vote. More
importantly, we could help win some districts to block the KMT from winning the
Legislative Yuan. We ended up working with the DPP eventually, but it was only
to protect Taiwan from the threat of China (interview with NPP founder, quoted in
Nachman 2025: 108)
A similar dynamic is evident in the trajectory of Social Democratic Party founder and former
leader Fan Yun. Long a proponent of maintaining distance from the Democratic Progressive
Party (DPP), Fan had declined an invitation to join the party in 2016. Her decision to enter the

legislature as a DPP at-large lawmaker in 2020 therefore marked a significant shift, not only in

personal positioning, but in the strategic logic guiding movement-party politics.

In a 2019 interview on X &4 A& (niandai xiang qian kan), a Taiwanese news and political

talk show, Fan reaffirmed the original rationale behind the SDP’s formation: civil society actors

had always related differently to Taiwan’s two major parties. While the Kuomintang (KMT)
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was seen as fundamentally opposed to Taiwan’s democratic future, the DPP was viewed as an
imperfect but historically aligned partner on questions of sovereignty. The SDP, she explained,
was created to act as a progressive watchdog where the DPP was constrained by electoral
incentives and corporate influence. Yet she also acknowledged the limits of this strategy, noting
that “the environment for small parties is extremely harsh. In the Social Democratic Party, we

struggled for five years” (interview with Fan Yun, SF X8 4%, 15 November 2019).

Rather than disavowing the SDP’s supervisory mission, Fan framed her decision to join the
DPP as a response to changing external conditions: above all, a reassessment of geopolitical
risk. She identified developments in Hong Kong as the decisive factor reshaping her political

calculus:

The second factor [which led me to join the DPP], and this was the most decisive
one, was the situation in Hong Kong. When I saw what was happening [the siege]
at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, I was heartbroken. I want to protect my
students, but as a university professor, I am unable to do so (interview with Fan
Yun, SF K &4 A&, 15 November 2019, translation by the author, parenthesis added)

Reflecting on the Sunflower Movement in light of these events, she drew a direct connection

between geopolitical threat and the prioritisation of sovereignty:

When we participated in the Sunflower Movement, I truly felt the same pain. I hope
that Taiwanese people will not fail to do everything possible to defend our freedom
and democracy while we are still envied by Hong Kong. Of course I want debates
over economic and social policy. But if freedom and democracy cannot be
defended, then what is the point of debating those policies? (interview with Fan
Yun, SF K &4 A, 15 November 2019, translation by the author, parenthesis added)

Taken together, these trajectories illustrate how Taiwan’s geopolitical constraints after 2016,
including the events in Hong Kong in 2019, have positioned the DPP as the central gatekeeper
of independence, drawing individual activists into its ranks and compelling movement-based
parties, originally formed in critique of the DPP itself, to ultimately align with and defend it
politically.

6.7 The “ally dilemma”: access, proximity, and co-optation

The DPP’s return to power in 2016, combined with the circulation of former social movement

actors into governmental and legislative positions, reshaped the environment in which social

206



movement organisations operated. On the one hand, this new proximity to governing elites
opened unprecedented opportunities for policy influence and collaboration. On the other, the
return to office of what was widely perceived as the “ally party” of Taiwan’s civil society
generated ambivalence and concerns about co-optation, and at times even produced deep
tensions between those who remained within the social movement sphere and those who had

entered party politics.

6.7.1  From contetion to “healthy supervision”: environmental NGOs after 2016

For many social movement organisations, the DPP’s return to power in 2016 felt not only as a
political shift but as a transformation in the everyday rhythms and landscape of activism. Many
described this era with a sense of relief, as the DPP seemed to have brought an easing of the
pressure and urgency that they had felt in the Ma Ying-jeou years and had pushed them into
the streets. The party that had long been seen as a natural ally of Taiwan’s civil society was
back in office, and this changed the way organisations made sense of their work: protest no

longer felt like the only option, or even the most appropriate one.

This sentiment was particularly clear in conversations with environmental activists. The Green
Citizens’ Action Alliance (GCAA, liise gongmin xingdong lianmeng % €./ RAT 8% H), a
non-governmental organization focused on energy and environmental issues at the national
level, played a central role in Taiwan’s anti-nuclear movement in the years following the
Fukushima disaster. Beginning in 2012, the organization helped initiate a series of large-scale
anti-nuclear mobilizations, including nationwide demonstrations that attracted more than
200,000 participants, and sustained these marches until 2018, as participation gradually but
steadily declined. From the organization’s perspective, this decrease was not understood as a
sign of failure or diminishing public concern. Rather, it was interpreted as reflecting a broader
shift in public perception following the successful 2015 halt to the construction of the Fourth
Nuclear Power Plant and the 2016 electoral turnover, after which protest was increasingly seen
as less necessary due to changes in the political and institutional environment:

Many people started saying: ‘the DPP is already advocating for a non-nuclear

homeland, and they hold both the presidency and the legislative majority. Why do

we still need to take to the streets?’ (interview with Tsui Shu-hsin, Secretary

General of the Green Citizens’ Action Alliance, March 2024, translation by the
author)
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Instead of viewing this decline in street action as a loss, the GCAA framed it as a sign of
progress. The movement had “entered another stage”. Instead of shouting what they opposed,
activists now had the space and the responsibility to articulate what they wanted: to define and
assess policy, and monitor energy transition in practice. This shift demanded new tools and
strategies. The GCAA’s biennial climate and energy evaluation reports, started in 2015,

became a central vehicle for this work:

Since 2015, after we had halted the construction of the Fourth Nuclear Power Plant,
we started working on energy transformation. Our regular work involves
conducting a climate and energy evaluation report for each county and city in
Taiwan every two years. We visit each county and city government to ask them
what they have done regarding their current energy or climate policies. We have a
scoring system and ultimately rank them, hoping to create a positive effect. Our
scoring includes various evaluation criteria, and each policy contributes a certain
number of points. When we do the ranking—Ilike for sludge management—we
name which county or city government we are referring to and whether their energy
policy is good or bad. We have been doing this every two years. (interview with
Tsui Shu-hsin, Secretary General of the Green Citizens Action Alliance, March
2024, translation by the author)

When Tsui described visiting county and city governments to conduct assessments, she
suggested a subtle but important transformation in how these interactions felt. Officials who
once met activists with wariness or bureaucratic distance were now warm, even eager
collaborators. As Tsui put it: “They were very willing to provide information, because they

want to be ranked first”.

Citizens of the Earth Taiwan (CET, digiu gongmin jijinhui #.3 K # 48€), a not-for-profit
environmental justice advocacy organization, offered a complementary account. In the course
of the discussion, CET’s representatives articulated its understanding of the tactical landscape
in relational terms, situating the ruling party on one side, a fragmented opposition on the other,
and NGOs positioned in between, seeking to push policy in directions deemed politically
feasible. Figures 23 and 24 reproduce and elaborate the schematic representations developed
during this exchange, illustrating how CET’s advocacy routes shifted across two political
periods—under Kuomintang (KMT) rule (2008-2016) and under a unified Democratic
Progressive Party (DPP) government (2016-2024).
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Figure 23. CET’s strategies under KMT rule (2008-2016). Author’s reconstruction of the
diagram drawn by Lee Ken-cheng, Chairman of Citizens of the Earth’ Taiwan during the
interview, April 2024.

Figure 23 shows CET’s position during the KMT administration. Here, the NGO sits opposite
a dominant KMT, with the DPP and smaller parties forming the opposition camp. The diagram
outlines three potential paths for advoacy. Approaching the ruling KMT directly, technically
the preferred and most direct route, often proved ineffective, so CET frequently had to work
through opposition parties, either by engaging the DPP directly or by coordinating with the

DPP alongside smaller progressive parties to exert pressure.
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Figure 24. CET’s strategies under DPP rule (2016-2024). Author’s reconstruction of the
diagram drawn by Lee Ken-cheng during the interview, April 2024.

Figure 24, by contrast, illustrates CET’s strategies during the DPP’s majority rule. The structure
of the diagram shifts: Path 1 now runs directly from CET to the DPP, with the ruling party
itself becoming the most efficient and preferred route for policy advocacy. Path 2, passing
through other opposition parties such as the NPP, offers a secondary but more limited
alternative. Path 3, targeting the KMT (now the main opposition party) remains the least viable
or preferred route, largely because its ideological distance makes it a poor conduit for
environmental advocacy. His diagram captured a simple but consequential truth: under a
unified DPP government, going “around” the ruling party to pressure it via the opposition was
often pointless. In the words of CET’s Chairman: “if you can directly influence them why
would you need to take the roundabout way?” (interview with Lee Ken-cheng, Chariman of

the Citizens of the Earth Taiwan, April 2024, translation by the author).

At the same time, CET emphasised the risks of being seen as too aligned, or too oppositional
in Taiwan’s partisan politics. Navigating the legislature required careful calibration, because
missteps carried political consequences. “If the ruling party perceives that you are aligning with
the opposition just to attack them, rather than trying to get things done, it can backfire”
(interview with Lee Ken-Cheng, Chariman of the Citizens of the Earth Taiwan, April 2024,
translation by the author). In other words, a central concern for organisations like CET is

making sure that actions intended as strategic pressure are not misread as partisan manoeuvring.
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Given that it is not a traditional ally for progressive environmental causes, seeking support
from the KMT risked provoking defensiveness or retaliation from the DPP rather than
facilitating policy change. These strategic considerations were further embedded in a longer
historical sensibility shared across the environmental movement. The early post—martial law
decades were commonly recalled as a formative period in which environmental activism and
the DPP developed in parallel, often within the same democratic reform milieu. Longstanding
interpersonal ties between senior activists and DPP politicians, forged through shared struggles
against authoritarian rule, continued to shape organizational orientations. This is one reason
why, even today, the DPP continues to be seen as a more natural ally within the environmental

movement.

6.7.2  An ambivalent relationship: labour, migrant rights, and leftist organisations

For labour, migrant-rights, and organisations ideologically leaning towards the left, the DPP’s
return to power did not bring the sense of relief felt in the environmental sector. Instead,
conversations with activists were marked by ambivalence and, at times, discomfort. The
prevailing framing was one of ongoing, everyday negotiation with a government they saw as

both an ally and a disappointment.

This ambivalence emerged clearly in discussions with organizations such as the Serve the
People Association (SPA, Taoyuanshi qunzhong fuwu shehui H&IR T 2 F IR ##€), which
provides shelter for migrant workers and supports local workers involved in labor disputes with
management. Articulating the organization’s assessment of Taiwan’s party landscape, a
representative of SPA stated bluntly: “Neither the KMT nor the DPP really care about the
workers... none of them really care about the migrants. Even if we have more friends in the
DPP, the DPP as a whole they don’t really respect labor rights. They don’t really protect
migrants. So we don’t really support them too much”. (interview with Lennon Wong, Director

of the Department of policies on migrant workers at the Serve the People Association, March

2024)

At the same time, organizations such as SPA distinguished between the DPP and the KMT in
moral and affective terms. “I can say that I hate KMT more than DPP” said the SPA
representative, clarifying that this feeling was grounded in the KMT’s pro-China stance. “And

think: my parents are from mainland China. I have a very strong Chinese background. But I
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really hate the Chinese government now. I would never accept to be reunited by them.” This
produced a tension: the DPP might neglect labour and migrant issues, but protesting them as
aggressively as the KMT felt risky in a geopolitical moment where “the other side” posed an

existential threat.

Another source of discomfort stemmed from the DPP’s incorporation of former activists into
government and legislative roles. From the perspective of labour organisations, the presence of
officials with social movement backgrounds complicated advocacy interactions. As one
representative of the labor organisation Taiwan Labor Front (faiwan laogong zhenxian xiehui

& %% T 424 €), an organization actively involved in routine labor mobilizations such as

the May 1 parade and campaigns to shorten working hours, noted:

Among the DPP government and also the Congress, many of them were from social
movements, so they know a lot of progressive language. Sometimes they can even
use it better than us (interview with policy researcher, Taiwan Labor Front, March
2024).

This shared repertoire of concepts and frames produced an awkward asymmetry

You cannot really argue too much with them, because they are good at debating.
They know everything you know.” Confrontation became more difficult when
interlocutors shared not only vocabulary but also political histories and movement
trajectories (interview with policy researcher, Taiwan Labor Front, March 2024).

At the same time, this proximity opened up informal and sometimes ethically ambiguous

channels of influence. Organizational actors described situations in which the threat of protest

could substitute for public mobilization itself. As in the account of a migrant worker organiser:
Sometimes we tell our friends in government, ‘if this doesn’t change, we will have

a protest, you better be prepared.” Sometimes it helps. Sometimes this pushes them
to act and you don’t even need to protest.

Yet this mode of engagement was not without discomfort, reflecting a tension between strategic
effectiveness and normative commitments to public contention. As the same representative

added: “But it’s not really my way—if it was for me, I would just go ahead with the protest”.

The SPA illustrated this dynamic through the 2023 labour dispute at Askey Computer Corp., a
subsidiary of ASUS, where migrant workers reported excessive recruitment fees, debt, pressure
not to join a union, and attempts by management to avoid paying severance packages. SPA had
supported the workers through several rounds of formal negotiations, all of which stalled. As

tensions escalated, the union held a legal strike vote:
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We were very close to going on strike. We held a protest in front of the Ministry of
Labor and announced, ‘We already won the strike vote, so we can start a strike at
any time’. The Ministry of Labor was very nervous. One of the high officials
contacted my senior and said he could help. The MOL official started making calls
to Askey. He contacted ASUS leadership and asked them to meet and not let the
tension escalate.

A private meeting was arranged, hosted by the official himself, with HR representatives from
both ASUS and Askey present. In the end, the two sides reached an agreement: the workers
secured several key promises from the company, and the union agreed not to strike. SPA
acknowledged the pragmatic success of this approach, but also the discomfort of this kind of
situations:

The Ministry of Labour officials encouraged us to talk and he pushed the company

to make some concessions. He really helped us. Having some friends in the

government... it helps. We don’t like to rely on these contacts. But sometimes it
works.

A similar sense of unease also emerged in conversations with leftist media and activist
networks. New Bloom (po tu #% +.), an online magazine founded by students and activists after

the Sunflower Movement to provide radical perspectives on Taiwan and the Asia-Pacific,
described how the transition from the Ma Ying-jeou to the Tsai Ing-wen administrations
reshaped the repertoire of contention. According to its founders, the period under Ma was
characterised by more frequent street mobilisation, whereas the DPP era saw a noticeable
decline in protest activity. Even some issues that would have sparked major mobilisation in
earlier years failed to do so. For instance, in 2016 incoming premier Lin Chuan suggested that
the Tsai administration would even attempt to pass the CSSTA, the very same trade bill which
had led to outbreak of the Sunflower Movement to begin with. According to Brian Hioe, New
Bloom’s founder and editor, “it was such a bizarre move... but it didn’t lead to protests. It’s
actually very hard to protest Tsai on Cross-Strait issues, I think”. He also described how Hong
Kong-related issues placed activists in a politically sensitive position, as the risk of being
perceived as undermining Taiwan’s pro-democracy and pro-independence camp had the power
of hindering public dissent:

There are all these issues regarding Hong Kong refugees that the DPP didn't really

want to follow up on [for example, granting political asylum to Hong Kong’s

activists remain a complex matter due to national security reasons]. And there was

even backlash against Hong Kongers that DPP politicians abetted. However, it

would not be really possible to organize a protest around that. And being very
critical of the DPP, even for the groups that work on this issue, is a very tricky
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dance to navigate (interview with Brian Hioe, editor and founder of New Bloom,
January 2024, parenthesis added).

6.7.3  Strained solidarities: institutionalisation and boundary reconfiguration of movement-

State relations

If activists’ strategic assessments under DPP rule generated ambiguity in some contexts, in
others they produced more sustained tensions. In particular, the entry of former activists into
the DPP or into government agencies altered established organizational relationships and
generated forms of depersonalisation and, at times, mistrust among those who remained outside
the State. These tensions were rarely articulated publicly or expressed as explicit political
critique, but they surfaced in interviews as reflections on the difficulty of negotiating altered

movement—party boundaries once former comrades became institutional actors.

This dynamic was articulated clearly in conversations with figures formerly associated with
the Taiwan Rural Front (TRF, Taiwan nongcun zhenxian & # B A 24%), an organization
formed in 2008 in response to the Ma administration’s passage of the Rural Revitalization Act
(nongcun zaisheng tiaoli & #t B £ 44%15)) and later central to the 20102014 campaigns against
forced land eviction, including the Huaguang and Dapu, Miaoli protests described in detail in
Chapter 5. One former TRF member, who later accepted a position within the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), described how the incorporation of movement actors into state
institutions after 2016 reshaped internal movement relations. As he explained, participation in
social movements is often driven by strong normative commitments and shared ideals. When
some activists chose to enter the DPP or government agencies, this move was commonly
justified as a strategy of “changing from within”, based on the belief that institutional access
would enable faster and more direct policy impact. However, this rationale was not universally
accepted by those who remained in the movement. He mentioned how figures like Cai Pei-hui
and Chen Chi-chung, earlier the most visible faces of the rural and land justice circles, faced
significant backlash after taking governmental positions with the DPP. As he put it:

People involved in social movements might feel that transitioning to the system is

a kind of betrayal. They faced a lot of misunderstanding because they are members

of the DPP (interview with Chang Shun-gui, member of the Taiwan Rural Front,
August 2024, translated by the author).

Even the respondent himself, who had entered the State through a governmental technical

institution, the EPA, created to tackle land and environemtnal policies, without formally joining
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a political party was not entirely insulated from this shift. Although working within a regulatory
agency and maintaining ties to environmental networks mitigated some criticism, the move
nonetheless altered how former comrades perceived both individual actors and the movement’s
collective trajectory. The effects of institutional absorption on certain movements’ cohesion
and capacity generated dissapointments. As one former activist reflected, “inevitably, with all
these people entering government positions the energy of the Taiwan rural movement has
gradually decreases and diminished” (interview with former Taiwan Rural Front member,

August 2024).

Similar tensions were also evident in discussions surrounding former movement leaders who
later entered the DPP as elected officials. From an organizational perspective, such transitions
required careful boundary management in order to preserve the autonomy and non-partisan
identity of civil society organizations. This dynamic was articulated clearly in an interview
with a former senior figure of the Green Citizens’ Action Alliance (GCAA) who was later
elected to the Legislative Yuan as a DPP candidate. When reflecting on the transition from
movement actor to party politician, he immediately characterized the issue as “a bit of a tricky

topic”.

A central concern in his account was the need to protect the organizational independence of
GCAA. Unlike cases in which activists entered the legislature as explicit representatives of
their organizations, he emphasized that he had formally left GCAA prior to being approached
by the DPP. As he put it:
I had to immediately sever all formal ties with /ii meng [the GCAA], because the
priority was that the organisation remained independent and non-partisan. I would
never tell them ‘don’t hold that press conference’, even if it is to criticise my
party... In my office we have a strict principle to ensure civil society remains

dynamic and independent (interview with Former GCAA activist now DPP
legislator, October 2024)

This insistence on separation illustrates how the entry of former comrades into party politics
compelled organizations to actively redraw boundaries between movement and party in order
to avoid perceptions of co-optation. This boundary work was repeatedly put foreward, by both
activists and activists-turned-politicians, as an essential component of a working State-

movements relation.

A similar dynamic surfaced in the indigenous rights movement. An activist from the Indigenous

Youth Front, who had previously worked with the DPP and later in the New Power Party’s
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legislative office, described a form of pragmatic proximity to the ruling camp that did not
translate into political loyalty or organizational alignment. Reflecting on party politics, she
stressed that closeness to the DPP was primarily shaped by constrained strategic choice rather
than ideological convergence, and that contentious engagement remained both legitimate and

necessary even under a nominally “progressive” government:

For yuanzhumin [indigenous people], most parties are essentially Han parties. They
may claim they care about indigenous rights, but they have their own priorities, and
indigenous issues get pushed to the back. Personally I joined the DPP, but not
because I think it’s perfect. It’s more like there isn’t a better option. It’s important
we still protest DPP policies when needed, for example, the traditional territory
issue. Our elders have been camping in front of the Presidential Office for years,
and I supported them, even if I couldn’t stay there full-time (interview with
Indigenous Youth Front activist, December 2024, parenthesis added).

Rather than resolving movement—party boundaries through incorporation, this account points
to an ongoing boundary negotiation: activists could be strategically adjacent to the DPP while
the organisation they are part of maintains a critical distance, and even while continuing to
mobilize against DPP policies. The entry of former comrades into the DPP and the State
apparatus thus transformed the relationship from one of movement—party affinity into one of
cautious engagement, structured by concerns over legitimacy, autonomy, and the risks of real

or percevied co-optation.

6.8 The relational consequences of institutionalisation and the geopolitics of intra-

movement factionalism

A further indirect effect of Taiwan’s geopolitical position, refracted through domestic politics
and, in particular, the post-2016 electoral transition, was the emergence of deep internal
divisions both among and within social movements, as activists navigated competing
understandings of allyship and their own political missions. These fractures were not simply
organisational or ideological disagreements, they were manifestations of Taiwan’s broader
geopolitical predicament. As movements found themselves confronting the DPP government,
whose electoral dominance reshaped political incentives and whose stance on China influenced
the boundaries of acceptable critcism, activists found themselves under pressure to recalibrate
their internal relations. These tensions were especially acute among class-based, labour, and

land justice groups.
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6.8.1 The case of the Taiwan International Workers Association (TIWA)

A key area where these dynamics played out was within labour movements, especially those

working on migrant workers’ rights. Interviews with activists at the Taiwan International
Workers® Association (TIWA, Taiwan guoji laogong xiehui € 74 B X% T#€") show how

From TIWA’s organizational perspective, expectations of a more progressive labor agenda
were not met. Instead, DPP administrations were assessed as having overseen what the
organization regarded as “the most significant rollbacks in labor protections since

democratization” (interview with TIWA representative, May 2024, translated by the author).

In articulating TIWA’s assessment, a senior researcher described how domestic caregivers’
wages remained “stuck at NT$15,840%2 for years”, after the labour minister “explicitly said
that since caregivers were not covered by the Labor Standards Act and minimum-wage had
nothing to do with them” (interview with TIWA representative, May 2024, translation by the
author). Under DPP rule, TIWA further pointed to the introduction of the three-deduction fee
system, which allowed employers to deduct dormitory and meal costs from domestic caregivers’
pay, an arrangement the organization understood as “effectively separated migrant workers’
wages from the minimum wage”. From TIWA’s standpoint, these policies, coupled with the
campaign on working hours, clearly contradicted expectations that the DPP would be a more
labour-friendly government. These policy shifts not only alienated labour advocates but also
generated relational tensions with other activists who, even while acknowledging the
detrimental effects of these policies on labour and migrant workers, refrained from criticising
the government because they perceived any critique of the DPP as politically risky given its

allyship on sovereignty issues.

To illustrate how the electoral shift produced fractures in movement coalition that had formed
during the Ma Ying-jeou years, representatives of TIWA recalled the protests over highway
toll collectors in Kaohsiung, which features prominently in the PEA contributing to the labour
sector protests peaking between 2014 and 2018, a movement that spanned both KMT and DPP

amdinistrations. The protest began under Ma, at a time when toll collection was still conducted

22 Around 507 U.S. dollars.
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manually but was being replaced by an Electronic Toll Collection (ETC) system, a transition
that resulted in the dismissal of more than 900 workers. It was only subsequently that affected
workers learned they had been classified as temporary or contract employees, leaving them
without severance pay or labor retirement benefits and entitled only to compensation

substantially lower than that received by regular workers.

At that point, the protests quickly intensified. According to TIWA’s representative, the toll
collectors protests were “among the most physically intense demonstrations” of the Ma Ying-
jeou years: “People got their feet cut by razor wire barriers, some had to be hospitalized, and
there were cases of heart attacks”. Unlike migrant workers protests, which tend to be peaceful
as migrants risk deportation if they clash with the police, “domestic labor protests were
different... factory workers staged sit-ins on rail tracks, blocked the presidential residence, and
toll collectors even lay down on the highway” (interview with TIW A representative, May 2024,
translated by the author). According to TIWA’s reconstruction, the movement initially enjoyed

broad support from DPP-leaning activists:

At that time, since Tsai Ing-wen was campaigning for President, many people who
supported the labor movement also had deep resentment toward the KMT. Many
DPP supporters enthusiastically participated in the confrontations (interview with
TIWA representative, May 2024, translated by the author)

But this support suddenly disappeared once political power shifted

Because this happened right as power was shifting from Ma Ying-jeou to Tsai Ing-
wen, we knew the KMT was about to lose. Eric Chu [the KMT Presidential
candidate in the 2016 general election] was no longer relevant. So we turned to
Tsai Ing-wen, saying, “You’re about to become president—Ilook at labor rights!
Address the toll collectors’ issues!” And suddenly, we were attacked. Many of the
same people who had supported us started scolding us. They said, “Don’t be a
burden! We’ve fought so hard to bring down the KMT. Taiwan won’t improve
unless the KMT falls. Why are you causing trouble for Tsai Ing-wen? You should
be criticizing Ma Ying-jeou and Eric Chu, not her!” I was shocked. The core
issue—the unfair treatment of workers—had not changed. But somehow, we were
now the bad guys. That’s when I realized that for many so-called supporters of the
toll collectors, their true priority was not labor rights—it was defeating the KMT.
Supporting workers was just a means to that end (interview with TIWA
representative, May 2024, translated by the author)

After 2016 attacks increased, including online misinformation spread by individuals who had
once been movement allies but now worked within the DPP. For TIWA’s members, this period

marked “one of the biggest shifts” they had experienced in their activism:
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When power changed hands from Ma Ying-jeou to Tsai Ing-wen, we felt it
intensely. People who once stood beside us suddenly turned against us. And
because they had been part of the movement, their attacks carried weight, making
it harder to counter them. Some even used the same rhetoric against us that the
KMT had used against labor activists before. That was the most shocking part
(interview with TIWA representative, May 2024, translated by the author).

The transition from KMT to DPP rule revealed that TIWA’s cross-partisan commitment to

labour struggle could be seen as irresponsible or politically dangerous:

We never had a clear party affiliation, TIWA’s activism is based on class struggle,
not party politics When we talk about labor rights, policies, and protections, we do
it from a workers’ perspective, not to help any particular party stay in power. But
during a political transition, you see how some of your former allies were never
really about labor rights. They were about defeating the KMT. And when party
loyalty took precedence, those alliances collapsed. That was one of the biggest
shifts we experienced (interview with TIWA representative, May 2024, translated
by the author).

These fractures were inseparable from Taiwan’s geopolitical predicament. Representatives of
the organization emphasized how difficult it had become to articulate class-based politics in a
political environment structured by contested sovereignty:
If you tell people, “we need class solidarity” no one cares. If you frame it as “labor
rights” or “human rights,” people might listen. But if you say “class struggle,”
people think you’re a Communist. And because of the historical associations with
China, class politics remains highly marginalized in Taiwan (interview with TIWA
representative, May 2024, translated by the author).
This constraint was illustrated through episodes that TIWA members repeatedly cited as
emblematic of the period. One such moment occurred in 2017 or 2018, when labor
organizations, including TIWA, were protesting amendments to the Labor Standards Act
outside the Legislative Yuan on Zhongshan South Road, while LGBTQ+ activists across the
street were celebrating progress toward marriage equality. For some within TIWA, including
members who were themselves part of the queer community, the moment was experienced as
deeply contradictory, both politically and in terms of their sense of organizational belonging.

As one TIWA representative recalled:

It was such a stark contrast. And for me personally it was conflicting because I'm
a lesbian myself. On one side, my friends were celebrating marriage equality, and
on the other, we were fighting against labor law rollbacks, and no one was paying
attention. I asked half-jokingly to friends involved in the queer movement: “As a
queer person, do you even have time to date? You don’t even get days off. How do
you have time to build a relationship?”
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Within TIWA activists’ interpretation, however, the deeper unease generated by this episode
was not primarily personal but political. Members noted that actors who had previously stood
alongside labor organizations increasingly urged restraint, warning against excessive criticism
of the DPP, which the KMT could have used against all progressive forces. From TIWA’s
perspective, such warnings exemplified how geopolitical and partisan considerations narrowed
the space for class-based critique. As a result, sustained labor mobilization was increasingly
framed as politically risky, contributing to what members described as a broader weakening of

labor organising following 2016.

6.8.2 The case of the Taiwan Rural Front (TRF)

Similar dynamics were also evident within the land justice movement. My conversations with
actors formerly associated with the Taiwan Rural Front (TRF), an organization that had played
a central role in campaigns against forced evictions during the high-profile land struggles of
2010-2014, including Dapu and Huaguang, pointed to a marked shift after 2016. Protest event
data indicate that large-scale mobilization around land expropriation largely subsided after this
period, but provided limited insight into how movement actors themselves interpreted this
decline. In this context, representatives of the land justice movement frequently framed the
post-2016 period in relation to the DPP’s transition into governing power. While there had been
expectations that, once in office, the DPP would pursue substantive reform of land
expropriation laws, there were largely unfulfilled. As one former TRF leader put it:

[ was very disappointed about the DPP. Before they become mayors, or legislators,

they all agreed with us that there was a need to change the law on land expropriation,

and they said that once elected, they would do so. But what happened once they

came to power? They ended up going almost the same way as the KMT (interview
with Hsu Shih-jung, former leader of the Taiwan Rural Front, July 2024).

The Taoyuan Aerotropolis Zone Expropriation Project was frequently cited as emblematic of
the post-2016 shift in state—movement relations. The project itself was a vast urban-
development scheme built around Taoyuan International Airport, an enormous plan involving
industrial zones, logistics hubs, commercial districts, and new transport infrastructure. It
required the expropriation of thousands of hectares of farmland and the displacement of entire
rural communities, making it one of the most consequential land expropriation initiatives of
the period and one that was consistently supported by successive national and local DPP

administrations (Gerber, 2017). From the perspective of actors associated with the Taiwan
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Rural Front (TRF), the project crystallized broader disillusionment with the DPP’s approach to

land governance once in power:

The Taoyuan mayor, Zeng Wen-can [of the DPP]... Before he became the mayor,
he agreed with us. He was saying to us that zone expropriation legislation should
be abandoned. But after he was elected and he became the mayor, he implemented
historically the biggest expropriation case for population in the area (interview with
Hsu Shih-jung, former leader of the Taiwan Rural Front, July 2024, parenthesis
added).

Within the land justice movement, this issue was percevied not simply as a broken promise but
as a structural problem rooted in Taiwan’s cross-partisan commitment to the developmental
state, and in the tight linkages between urban planning, mayoral power, and land speculation.
From the perspective of actors associated with the Taiwan Rural Front (TRF), urban planning
authority was understood to be highly centralized at the municipal level, with mayors

exercising decisive control over land-use decisions:

Urban planning is totally controlled by the mayor. And the mayor is controlled by
the local political faction. If you want to run for the mayor, you need to have a lot
of political support and money support. And most of the money support all comes
from business elites that have interests in land speculation (interview with
interview with Hsu Shih-jung, former leader of the Taiwan Rural Front, July 2024).

When asked how the DPP’s post-2016 reversals on land expropriation affected activism within
the land justice movement, actors associated with the TRF consistently pointed to the

emergence of deep internal divisions:

After the DPP got into power, we had fights inside the Taiwan Rural Front. Since
the DPP was doing exaclty the same as the KMT on land grabbing, so we needed
to think about what will be our response? I wanted to still fight on the street. I said
“we need to do the same thing. We need to fight and protest, as usual (interview
with interview with Hsu Shih-jung, former leader of the Taiwan Rural Front, July
2024).

However, this position was not shared across the organization. Other members articulated a
different strategy, explicitly linked to Taiwan independence and political alliances after the
DPP’s accession to power. As the interlocutor recalled:

Some of them said no, because there are our friends in the government now, and

we all pursue the Taiwan idependence issue, we are all pro-independence, they say

“that’s the major goal for us”, and they say that the land grabbing issue should be

second to that. (interview with interview with Hsu Shih-jung, former leader of the
Taiwan Rural Front, July 2024).
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This reasoning was echoed in the justifications offered by DPP local administrators when
discussing continued land expropriation for infrastructure, science parks, and energy-related
projects. Reflecting on earlier land struggles such as Dapu in Miaoli, he explicitly linked the
scale of expropriation under the Ma Ying-jeou government to the intensification of cross-Strait

economic integration:

Part of the reason for the land grabbing effort in 2010 was because of the rapid
growth of Taiwan—China relations. Local governments were acquiring land to build
industrial parks, like science parks, designed to attract companies that were heavy
in Chinese investment. A lot of those ties were cut after the DPP got in office
(interview with DPP local administrator, member Task Group on Infrastructure,
September 2024).

At the same time, he rejected the idea that the DPP’s accession to power meant abandoning
such development projects altogether. The difference, in his view, lay not in the objective but
in the method. Under DPP rule, expropriation could be carried out in a more gentle and rights-

based manner:

But does that mean that when the DPP came to power we no longer needed science
parks? No, we still did. The difference was that this time it could be done differently:
not as directly as before. The government could negotiate better prices so that
landowners would not have to sell their land so cheaply and could be fairly
compensated when land was acquired for science and industrial zones. And the
companies that locate in these parks would hire local people, which could help ease
unemployment in nearby villages. Is that okay? Is that better? Yes. For labor
workers and the land justice movement, probably no. But for the middle class, and
for nationalist motivated activists, that was enough (interview with DPP local
administrator, member Task Group on Infrastructure, September 2024).

These exerpts well identify the crucial point of the fracture within the TRF: whether to prioritise
land rights or national identity. The inability to reconcile these competing strategic orientations
ultimately undermined the organisation’s survival. As one former leader summarized the

rupture

In my mind, the human rights issue should be the most important issue. And land
expropriation is about human rights, because it is about people’s homes, for farmers,
their land is their identity, is who they are. So we cannot sacrifice the human rights
issue just for Taiwan independence. I cannot do that. We are fighting for Taiwanese
people, we are fighting for the poor and the disempowered. We are not fighting for
the DPP. And so I left. (interview with interview with Hsu Shih-jung, former leader
of the Taiwan Rural Front, July 2024).

In retrospect, actors associated with the movement interpreted the subsequent disappearance of

the Taiwan Rural Front from the public arena as the consequence of this unresolved cleavage.
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The organization’s dissolution was thus understood as an organizational breakdown shaped by
the post-2016 reconfiguration of movement—party relations and by the increasing difficulty of
sustaining class- and rights-based contention under conditions of partisan alignment influenced

by geopolitical considerations.

6.9 Conclusion

The analysis in this chapter has shown that Taiwan’s post-Sunflower landscape cannot be
understood through protest-event trends alone. Although street mobilization contracted sharply
after 2016, this decline should not be authomatically interpreted as demobilisation. Rather, it
reflects a broader reconfiguration shaped by Taiwan’s evolving geopolitical environment and
the political realignments of the post-Sunflower era. A process that at bird-eye-view would
appear as a shrinking protest arena is better understood as the result of strategic differentiation,
selective institutionalisation, digitalisation, and, in some cases, the fracturing or dissolution of
organisations driven by intra-movement factionalism. This interpretation aligns with research
on protest cycles and movement trajectories, which has shown that periods of declining street
mobilisation frequently coincide with processes of institutionalisation, strategic differentiation,
and shifts into alternative arenas rather than political withdrawal (Tarrow 1989, 1998;

Koopmans 2004; Fillieule 2010; Bosi, Giugni e Uba, 2016).

The first part of the chapter examined the direct effects of cross-Strait tensions and hybrid
warfare on activist repertoires, by focusing on those groups whose strategic considerations and
shift in repertoires were directly impacted by deteriorating Cross-strait relations and China—
U.S. competition. As China intensified its influence operations, new civil society
infrastructures emerged out of former Sunflower-adjecent activists and groups concerned with
the China-factor in Taiwanese politics: WatchOut shifted from transparency to information
integrity, CoFacts built a participatory fact-checking network, and Kuma Academy developed
models of civilian preparedness informed by international conflict zones. These initiatives
illustrate how the Sunflower generation redirected activism toward digital and informational
domains, producing strategic differentiation and innovation which eventually stimulated the
Taiwanese government’s formulation of a “whole-of-society” approach to counter foreign

interference. This mechanism fits well the direct international differentiation pathway.
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For social-justice organisations without an explicit China focus, the same geopolitical
environment generated a more uneven mix of opportunities and constraints. Some groups, such
as the Taiwan Association for Human Rights, were able to leverage U.S.—China rivalry to
internationalise their claims and gain traction on issues like forced labour. Others, including
Covenants Watch and queer-rights organisations, encountered the tightening limits of China’s
extraterritorial pressure and the growing securitisation of rights-based issues, where national-
security logics increasingly constrained advocacy, for instance, on Cross-strait same-sex

marriage.

The indigenous case highlights the most direct and intrusive form of external intervention
examined in this chapter, through a mechanism that fits well the direct international constraint
pathway. PRC outreach through material incentives, exchange programmes, and pro-PRC
political networks operated simultaneously at the levels of identity and resources, intensifying
internal contradictions within indigenous activism. These interventions interacted with
longstanding distinctions between land-based Indigenous belonging and state-centred
nationalism, producing tensions between movement agendas emphasising sovereignty and

voting behaviours shaped by institutional structures and material incentives.

The second part of the chapter traced the indirect effects of geopolitical developments on
movement trajectories by filtering activists’ interpretations of Taiwan’s international relations
through domestic electoral change, particularly the Democratic Progressive Party’s return to
power in 2016. For organisations such as the Economic Democracy Union, persistent concerns
over Chinese economic influence, combined with the endurance of KMT-aligned bureaucratic
networks, encouraged a shift away from mass protest toward professionalised policy and
advocacy and long-term monitoring. For other Sunflower-era activists, the perceived
existential stakes of sovereignty made entry into party politics appear not only legitimate but
necessary, as the most effective means of defending the political space in which progressive

agendas could be sustained.

In this context, two distinct but convergent mechanisms emerged for translating movement
demands into electoral politics. The first was the founding of movement-parties, most notably
the New Power Party and the Social Democratic Party. These parties originated in
dissatisfaction with the DPP’s perceived moderation and sought to carve out their own electoral
autonomy while by offering a more radical alternative to the DPP on matters of both social

justice and Taiwan’s independence. Yet their trajectories also reveal the structural constraints
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of Taiwan’s geopolitically mediated party system. The reality of Taiwan’s bipartisan politics,
its contested status, and the overriding imperative of preventing a Kuomintang return to power
progressively narrowed their strategic space, leading to alignment with the DPP on questions
of sovereignty and, in several cases, to the incorporation of prominent movement-party figures
directly into the DPP itself. The second mechanism was more direct: former Sunflower activists
chose to join the DPP outright, judging it a more efficient vehicle for translating movement
demands into policy and institutional influence. In both cases, the outcome was the same.
Geopolitical uncertainty consolidated the DPP’s position as the central institutional gatekeeper

of Taiwan’s de facto independence.

The transfers of activists into institutional arenas reshaped movement—state relations and
generated ambivalence among those who remained outside. Environmental NGOs often gained
new channels for policy influence, while labour, migrant-rights, and land-justice groups
encountered a more uneven landscape. As the ruling DPP came to be seen as the primary
guardian of sovereignty, confrontational protest against the State became politically and
morally risky, reducing incentives for mobilisation and, at times, deepening internal divisions.
Some organisations, such as the Taiwan Rural Front, weakened or disbanded not only as
opportunity structures shifted, but because institutionalisation deepened disagreements among
former allies, many of which centred on whether Taiwan’s independence should take
precedence over other political goals. Declining protest thus reflected not only strategic

recalibration, but also attrition within the movement field.
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7 Chapter 7. Conclusions

7.1 Taiwan’s post-Sunflower puzzle revisited

Between 2012 and 2014, Taiwan experienced a period of exceptionally high levels of street
mobilization across multiple issue areas. As the protest event data presented in chapter 5
showed, during this phase both pro-independence movements primarily concerned with the
“China factor” and movements focused on social justice —such as environmental protection,
gender and marriage equality, land expropriation, migrant and labor rights, and indigenous
rights— engaged in frequent and highly participated protests. While these strands of contention
often mobilized around distinct issues, they operated in parallel within the same expanding
protest cycle. In 2014, these strands coalesced in the Sunflower Movement, a transformative
protest event that brought together concerns over cross-Strait relations, democratic
accountability, and broader dissatisfaction with the Kuomintang government under Ma Ying-
jeou, whose policies were widely perceived as detrimental both to social justice claims and to

Taiwan’s political autonomy.

Following the Sunflower Movement, Taiwan underwent an electoral turnover in 2016 that
brought the Democratic Progressive Party to power, after which large-scale street protests

declined sharply, as illustrated in Figure 25.
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Figure 25. Decline of street protest events in Taiwan after 2016 in Protest Event Analysis data.

At first glance, the decline in protest appears to reflect mobilization under a China-friendly
government followed by demobilization under a pro-independence one, in line with a peak
protest cycle and an apparent opening of political opportunities after the 2016 electoral turnover.
Yet the empirical analysis in this thesis shows that this reading is incomplete. The post-2016
contraction of street protest cannot be explained solely through domestically bounded political
opportunity frameworks; instead, for a significant segment of Taiwanese social movements, it
represents a strategic reorientation of collective action in response to changing domestic and

international conditions, rather than disengagement from politics.

On the one hand, movement organizations primarily concerned with the “China factor” shifted
into the electoral and institutional arena, contributing to processes of institutionalization of
social movement organisations and, in some cases, engaging directly with party politics and
policy-making within the pro-independence camp, particularly through the DPP. As the
analysis of in-depth interviews in Chapter 6 shows, this shift was often motivated by the belief
that participation in political parties with realistic governing prospects offered a more direct
means of influencing cross-Strait relations and safeguarding Taiwan’s autonomy. On the other
hand, collective action motivated by the “China factor” increasingly shifted into the
informational arena, particularly after the surge of disinformation campaigns surrounding the
2018 five-in-one referendums and local elections. As China intensified its use of hybrid and
cognitive warfare tactics, activists developed new repertoires centered on online fact-checking,
mapping and debunking disinformation, promoting digital literacy, and fostering forms of

civilian preparedness in response to these perceived threats.

Therefore, what appears as a process of demobilization in protest event data reflects the

combined operation of two distinct mechanisms, as shown in figure 26.
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Figure 26. Reconfiguration of collective action after the 2016 electoral turnover:
institutionalization and digitalization alongside declining street protest.

The first mechanism is institutionalisation. As Chapter 5 demonstrates, it began with the 2014
local elections and intensified as protest activity declined after 2016. In this process, activism
increasingly came to be shaped by activists’ interpretations of the domestic political structure
as a viable and effective arena for addressing international challenges. The Sunflower
Movement illustrates this dynamic: in its aftermath, many Sunflower activists were
institutionalised within parties of the pro-independence camp. After 2016, activism focused on
Taiwan’s autonomy was partially absorbed into formal political channels, with even newly
founded movement parties ultimately aligning with the DPP, the most authoritative interpreter

of pro-independence positions.

The second mechanism is digitalisation. Here, movements responded autonomously to shifts
in the international environment—most notably the rise of China-sponsored disinformation—
by developing new, largely online, non-protest repertoires. These practices were later
appropriated by the DPP government and incorporated into a broader “whole-of-society”

approach to civil resilience against hybrid warfare.

By contrast, movements primarily concerned with social justice issues followed a different
trajectory. In these cases, the analysis highlights patterns of selective securitization and

desecuritization, particularly among movements focused on human rights and marriage
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equality, as activists sought to prevent domestic issues, such as the legalization of same-sex
marriage, from being subsumed under national security frames that could restrict the enjoyment
of progressive achievements by all residents of Taiwan. When securitisation did occur, it often
generated internal tensions. In the case of the Taiwan Rural Front, some activists continued to
press claims against the pro-independence DPP government, while others favoured restraint in
light of heightened cross-Strait tensions and the incorporation of former comrades into

government, ultimately leading to a split within the movement.

Lastly, the case of indigenous rights mobilization illustrates a more acute dynamic consistent
with constraint, rather than opportunities. Here, targeted outreach and influence efforts by the
People’s Republic of China toward indigenous communities, combined with the absence of a
unified response within the pro-independence camp, contributed to ideological differentiation,

organizational fragmentation, and the inhibition of sustained collective action.

Taken together, these trajectories indicate that the post-Sunflower decline of street protest does
not reflect a uniform process of demobilization, but rather differentiated patterns of strategic
adaptation shaped by issue focus and by the uneven penetration of geopolitical pressures into
domestic and movement arenas. In some cases, this reconfiguration did result in actual
demobilization, as illustrated by the indigenous rights movement and land justice mobilization
following the fragmentation of the Taiwan Rural Front. In other cases, however, the decline of
street protest reflected processes of innovation and strategic differentiation, involving the
development of new repertoires of action, as in the cases of Watchout, Co-Facts, and Kuma
Academy, or forms of cooperation with a government perceived as an ally, as observed within

segments of the environmental movement.

7.2 Reconfiguring political opportunities under geopolitical pressure

The empirical patterns outlined above speak directly to the theoretical framework developed in
Chapter 2. The Taiwanese case, does not call for abandoning political opportunity theory but
instead highlights the need to reconceptualize political opportunities as multi-level, processual,
and relational, and as embedded in the international environment shaping domestic politics.
The post-2016 decline of large-scale street protest does not reflect a simple opening or closure

of domestically bounded opportunity structures, but a reconfiguration of political opportunities
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produced through interactions between international pressures, inter-state relations, national

political institutions, and movement-level strategic interpretation.

From a conventional political opportunity perspective, the post-2016 period would be expected
to generate expanded opportunities for contention. The transition from a Kuomintang to a
Democratic Progressive Party government reduced ideological distance between the State and
large segments of civil society and increased access to institutional channels. Yet these
domestic conditions alone cannot account for the observed contraction of street mobilization.
Instead, political opportunities were reshaped by the growing salience of geopolitics and by the
intensification of cross-Strait tensions, which altered how movement actors evaluated the costs,

benefits, and legitimacy of different forms of collective action.

The Taiwanese case thus illustrates a central claim of this thesis: geopolitical dynamics do not
merely operate as background conditions or external resources, but actively restructure the
political opportunity environment within which social movements operate. Under conditions
of perceived existential threat, visible street protest—an effective and legitimate repertoire
under a China-friendly government—came to be reassessed by many actors as potentially
counterproductive, insofar as it risked signaling internal division within the pro-independence
camp at a moment of heightened external vulnerability. The combination of intensifying
pressure from China and the presence of a pro-independence government therefore exerted an
inhibitory effect on engagement in highly visible and disruptive forms of protest. Rather than
closing political opportunities altogether, this conjuncture reordered them, encouraging
strategic restraint and the redirection of collective action into alternative arenas perceived as

more compatible with the imperatives of national survival.

This reordering is most clearly captured by the State-mediated pathway identified in the
theoretical framework. In this configuration, the national State does not simply open or close
opportunities in a static sense, but functions as a mediating arena through which international
pressures are interpreted and acted upon. Domestic political openness interacts with external
constraint to redirect collective action toward institutional engagement and alignment with
governing actors perceived as capable of addressing geopolitical challenges. Rather than
indicating simple co-optation, this dynamic reflects an active and strategic recalibration of

movement activity under contested statehood.

At the same time, the empirical findings also confirm the relevance of configurations in which

geopolitical dynamics influence social movements more directly. One such configuration is the
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direct innovation pathway, in which movements interpret major shifts in the international
environment and respond by reshaping their strategies without mediation by the national
political opportunity structure, which in turn adapts by following civil society’s lead. The
emergence of digital fact-checking initiatives, disinformation monitoring platforms, and
civilian preparedness organizations illustrates how movements responded autonomously to
China’s use of hybrid and cognitive warfare tactics. These forms of collective action fall
outside conventional protest repertoires and are therefore largely invisible in protest event data,
yet they represent significant forms of mobilization oriented toward geopolitical defense. Their
subsequent incorporation into the DPP government’s “whole-of-society” approach to civil
resilience further demonstrates the porous boundaries between civil society and the State under

conditions of contested sovereignty.

By contrast, the trajectories of social justice movements highlight the uneven and issue-specific
penetration of geopolitical pressures into domestic arenas. The indigenous rights case
illustrates a distinct configuration in which direct international intervention, combined with the
absence of a cohesive protective response at the national level, activates a direct constraint
pathway. Here, geopolitical pressure does not generate innovation or redirection, but
fragmentation and demobilization, underscoring the contingent nature of how international

dynamics affect collective action.

These dynamics validate the multi-level model advanced in Chapter 2. Political opportunities
in geopolitically exposed contexts are neither exclusively domestic nor uniformly distributed
across movements. They emerge instead from interactions across nested arenas, in which
international dynamics may operate as sources of opportunity, constraint, innovation, or
fragmentation depending on how they are mediated (or bypass) national institutions and

movement-level relational fields.

7.3 Rethinking demobilization and movement—party relations in contested states

Taiwan’s post-Sunflower trajectory suggests that the contraction of visible street protest after
2016 represents one possible outcome within a broader spectrum of movement responses to
geopolitical configurations. When analyzed through a processual and multi-level lens, it
becomes clear that protest frequency alone is an insufficient indicator of collective engagement

in contexts marked by existential threat.These findings call for a reconsideration of how
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demobilization is conceptualized in social movement theory. While early accounts in social
movement literature have implicitly equated declines in visible protest—especially street
demonstrations—with repression and political disengagement (Tilly 1978; McAdam 1982;
Tarrow 1998; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, 2001; Davenport, 2015), co-optation (Fox Piven
and Cloward, 1977), or organizational decline (Olson 1965; McCarthy and Zald 1977; Tilly
1978; Morris 1984), subsequent scholarship has emphasised that demobilisation is neither a

singular nor a linear process.

Research on cycles of protest and protest waves has suggested that phases of declining
contention frequently coincide with processes of institutionalization, strategic differentiation,
or radicalization, rather than simple withdrawal from collective action (Tarrow 1989, 1998;
Koopmans 2004). Analyses of the post-1968—69 Italian cycle show that these processes may
unfold simultaneously: the apparent decline of mass street protest was accompanied by both
the institutionalization of moderate movement strands and the radicalization of others into more
confrontational repertoires (Della Porta and Tarrow, 1986; 2012; Della Porta, 2018b),
reflecting internal differentiation rather than generalized demobilization. Similarly, micro-level
work on disengagement and life histories has suggested that reduced protest visibility may
reflect shifts in arenas of action, organizational roles, and individual life trajectories (Fillieule
2010, 2015). Scholarship on social movement outcomes emphasizes that movements may
translate contention into policy influence, incorporation into élites, or long-term organizational
presence through non-linear and contested interactions with political institutions, often under
conditions that combine selective repression with partial inclusion (Giugni 1998, 2004; Bosi

2012, 2016; Bosi, Giugni and Uba, 2016).

Finally, work related to digitalization has also shown that, following the peak of protest
waves—often under conditions of repression or heightened constraint—movements may shift
part of their mobilization from offline contention to online and digitally mediated arenas, where
collective action is sustained through alternative repertoires of communication and
coordination (Earl 2007; Earl and Kimport 2011; Bennett and Segerberg 2013; Gerbaudo 2012;
Tufekci, 2017).

What is distinctive in the Taiwanese case, however, is that the post-Sunflower shift away from
sustained street protest does not occur primarily in response to escalating repression or political
closure as protests cycles approach would predict, but rather during a phase in which domestic

political opportunities for social movements may be expanding under a movement-friendly
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government. This suggests that arena shifts in Taiwan reflect not only constraint, but also
strategic recalibration in the context of partial institutional access, complicating established

accounts of demobilization and movement development.

In the post-Sunflower period, movements selectively limited disruptive forms of contention in
favor of strategies judged to be more effective under hightened geopolitical uncertainty. With
a pro-independence government in power and the external threat from the People’s Republic
of China becoming more salient, many movement actors came to view visible internal conflict
as potentially undermining Taiwan’s external position. Front-stage unity within the pro-
independence camp therefore became a political priority, exerting an inhibitory effect on

disruptive protest.

This reconceptualization of demobilization is closely connected to shifts in movement—party
relations under contested statechood. The empirical trajectories observed in post-Sunflower
Taiwan point to a broader pattern characteristic of nationalist contexts and situations of
existential threat, in which the analytical distinction between civil society and political parties
becomes increasingly blurred. Rather than functioning as distinct spheres of contention and
representation, movements and parties—and, when the party in government is ideologically
aligned, movements and the State—often converge around shared concerns such as sovereignty

and nationalism.

In geopolitically secure democracy, civil society is commonly theorized as maintaining a
critical distance from political parties, while protest is understood as an expression of
democratic vitality (Habermas 1996; Cohen and Arato 1992; Keane 1988). By contrast, in
contested states these expectations are frequently reconfigured. Political parties and the State
may come to be viewed less as objects of contention and more as vehicles through which
sovereignty can be pursued. Alignment with parties perceived as capable of governing and
defending core collective interests thus emerges not as co-optation, but as a rational and

contextually grounded response to an altered political environment.

The Taiwanese case well illustrates this dynamic. As cross-Strait tensions intensified after 2016,
many movement actors concerned with Taiwan’s autonomy increasingly perceived the pro-
independence camp—and the Democratic Progressive Party in particular—as sharing a
fundamental existential concern. Civil society—party alignment therefore reflected the

reordering of political priorities in response to external threat.
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These dynamics also underscore the particular value of processual approaches for the study of
social movements in nationalist and contested contexts. By focusing on trajectories, sequences,
and strategic reinterpretations over time, processual perspectives allow analysts to move

2 ¢

beyond fixed categories such as “movement,” “party,” “protest,” or “demobilization.” In
contexts where existential concerns dominate political life, these boundaries are frequently
blurred or suspended. Movements can enter party politics without ceasing to see themselves as
movements; protest may give way to other forms of contention without implying
disengagement; and alignment with governing actors may coexist with latent conflict rather
than resolve it. Processual approaches are therefore particularly well suited to capturing how
collective action transforms and occasionally gets quite in nationalist context, not as a departure

from politics, but as a reorganization of political struggle under changing historical conditions.

7.4 “Stuck in nationalism”

Scholarship on nationalism, particularly the feminist critique on nationalism and security in the
field of International Relations,, has long emphasized that the reordering of political priorities
under contested sovereignty is rarely uniform or politically neutral. Drawing on analyses of
nationalist narratives in historical cases of decolonization and state formation, feminist IR
scholars have long argued that nationalist struggles and projects are frequently narrated as if
social groups occupy identical positions within them, obscuring how gender, race, and class
shape participation, sacrifice, and the capacity for critique (Peterson, 1992 Yuval-Davis, 1997,
Tickner, 1992; 2001). Under conditions of existential threat, claims to collective survival
acquire heightened political urgency, narrowing the space for internal contestation and
reshaping how other progressive claims, be there feminist, social, or distributive, are deferred
or rendered politically secondary (Enloe, 2014; 2023). This connects to Enloe’s more recent
understanding of “militarization”, which is not confined to the use of force but operates as a
way of thinking: it renders diverse practices, values, and social arrangements intelligible and
legitimate insofar as they can be made to serve and reinforce militarized logics (Enloe, 2023:
17). Within nationalist movements, this reasoning produces hierarchies of political claims, that

distinguish struggles tied to nationalist survival and “non-urgent” claims that fall outside it.

This dynamic is consistent with broader findings in the contentious politics literature, which

show that under conditions of heightened constraint the balance between structure and agency
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shifts decisively toward structural forces, across regions (Ruane and Todd 1996), historical
periods (Bosi and Davis 2017), and organizational settings (Duyvendak and Fillieule 2015).
Importantly, both scholars and activists also note that the capacity to maintain critical distance
from nationalism and to sustain multi-faceted political claims is itself unevenly distributed: this
critique is more readily available in geopolitically secure states than in contexts where

statehood is precarious (Jayawardena, 2016; Hélie-Lucas in Enloe, 2014).

Interview material from this study suggests that Taiwanese activists themselves interpret their
experience through a comparable lens. As one pro-independence activist-turned-legislator
observed:
What the world slowly learned from Hong Kong and Taiwan is that not all
progressive causes are the same... however progressive we may be, we are still
fighting a much more primordial struggle than our European counterparts. We are

still stuck in nationalism—and for us, it is almost the sole motivator of everything
(interview, August 2024).

This reflection captures a central claim of the thesis: in geopolitically exposed contexts,
nationalist or sovereignty-oriented concerns can reorder the hierarchy of political claims,
reshaping how movements relate to political causes and, as a consequence, to political parties,

the State, and one another.

Seen in this light, the post-Sunflower alignment between segments of civil society and the pro-
independence camp can be understood as a context-specific reconfiguration of contentious
politics under conditions of contested statehood, in which layered political opportunities
channel collective action primarily toward the imperatives of collective survival. At the same
time, this reconfiguration raises unresolved questions about its longer-term implications for
democratic pluralism. Strategic restraint and political convergence may narrow the space for
internal dissent and contribute to forms of affective polarization, in which political opponents
are no longer regarded as legitimate adversaries but as existential threats (Iyengar et al. 2019;

Druckman and Levendusky 2019).

In the Taiwanese case, this dynamic is reflected in the growing tendency among supporters of
independence to view the pan-blue camp—and the Kuomintang (KMT) in particular—not
simply as holding divergent positions on national identity or cross-Strait relations, but as
functioning as a proxy for the PRC government. Political disagreement is thus reframed as a
question of security and survival rather than democratic contestation (Hsiao and Yu 2020).

Conversely, interviews with KMT politicians emphasize the party’s pursuit of peace and
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stability and portray pro-independence actors as a source of risk, insofar as what are perceived
as overly assertive moves toward independence are seen as increasing the likelihood of war
(interview with Chen He-hsu, KMT Taoyuan City councillor, December 2024). As shown in
empirical chapters of this thesis, social movement organizations (or activists within
organisations) that prioritize issues other than sovereignty, such as the Taiwan Rural Front and
the Taiwan International Workers’ Association, have faced persistent difficulties in sustaining
unity and building coalitions, and have often been marginalized as a result of their criticism of

the Democratic Progressive Party.

7.5 Implications beyond Taiwan

The dynamics identified in this thesis are unlikely to be unique to Taiwan. They point to a
broader pattern, characteristic of contexts marked by contested sovereignty, including
decolonization and national liberation struggles, and wartime mobilization, in which existential
threats reorder political priorities and restructure relations among political causes, and, by
extension, the actors that represent them. In such settings, the key analytical question is not
whether political contention occurs, but how its forms change when collective survival under

geopolitical threat becomes the dominant political horizon.

Historical and contemporary cases illustrate this dynamic. During the Italian Resistance in
World War 11, political forces with sharply divergent ideological orientations temporarily
coalesced around the shared objective of defeating fascism and foreign occupation. The Italian
Resistance was composed of a diverse coalition of political parties, independent fighters, and
partisan brigades united in the fight against Nazi Germany and the fascist Italian Social
Republic, coordinated through the multi-party National Liberation Committee (CLN) despite
ideological differences between Communists, Socialists, Christian Democrats, Liberals, and
regional independentists. While ideological tensions persisted within and between these groups,
they were subordinated to the dominant survival imperative of national liberation, a pattern
scholars conceptually capture by framing the Resistance as a multi-layered patriotic and civil
war where political conflict was deferred under the urgency of the existential threat (Pavone,

2014; Strinati, 2024).

Similar configurations can be observed in Ukraine, where disinformation and propaganda

targeting the country’s information ecosystem date back to the crises surrounding the 2014
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Euromaidan protests, and where Russia’s full-scale invasion in 2022 has produced a wartime
political field in which ideological and partisan cleavages are subordinated to the imperative
of state survival, resulting in a marked decline in street protest alongside intensified forms of

civic mobilization (Hayoz & Stepanenko, 2025).

In both Ukraine and Taiwan, sustained external pressure and contested sovereignty have
elevated survival and autonomy to organizing political horizons, encouraging convergence
across ideological divides and reorienting contentious politics toward national defense and
resilience. The two cases nevertheless differ in an important respect. Ukraine confronts an
ongoing, full-scale war that compresses political time and imposes immediate constraints on
political contention, whereas Taiwan operates under an anticipatory condition of war. In the
Taiwanese case, it is the persistent expectation of future conflict—rather than its immediate
materialization—that shapes political behavior, allowing political conflict to be reorganized
rather than suspended. Yet the resulting patterns of coalition-building and political alignment
are comparable, insofar as they are deeply structured by nationalist and sovereignty-oriented

concerns.

The framework developed here is most applicable to democratic or semi-democratic polities
facing external threats to sovereignty, where political actors plausibly interpret collective
survival as a primary political objective. As the international system increasingly re-enters a
logic of spheres of influence and intensified great-power competition, the number of contexts
in which sovereignty becomes politically precarious is likely to grow. Under such conditions,
the reordering of political causes identified in the Taiwanese case may become an increasingly
common feature of contemporary contentious politics, underscoring the need for social
movement theory to take geopolitics seriously as a structuring force rather than a background

condition for contentious collective action.

7.6 Limitations of the study

This study presents limitations related to its research design and empirical scope. First, it relies on a
single-case study. While Taiwan constitutes an analytically rich and theoretically generative case for
examining the interaction between social movements and geopolitics under conditions of contested
statehood, the advantages of a single-case design, including its capacity to trace processes, mechanisms,
and trajectories in depth, come at the cost of systematic cross-case comparison. The theoretical approach

developed in this thesis is developed to be applicable to the study of social movements in other
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geopolitically exposed contexts but the pathways identified here—State-mediated reordering of
political opportunities, direct innovation, and direct constraint—are to be understood as analytically

plausible configurations rather than exhaustive or universally generalizable models.

A second limitation concerns the temporal boundaries of the analysis. Empirically, the study focuses
on the period from the lead-up to the Sunflower Movement through approximately 2020. This temporal
cut-off was deliberate and functional to the research design, as it allowed for a structured comparison
between movement dynamics under a Kuomintang government and those unfolding under a Democratic
Progressive Party administration with a stable parliamentary majority. Ending the analysis in this period
made it possible to isolate the effects of electoral turnover and to examine how movements recalibrated
their strategies in response to the transition from a China-friendly to a pro-independence government

under conditions of intensifying cross-Strait tensions.

At the same time, this temporal delimitation necessarily excludes subsequent developments that are
likely to have further reshaped activists’ interpretations of political opportunities across domestic and
international arenas. Most notably, Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has profoundly
altered global understandings of war, sovereignty, and deterrence, including in Taiwan. While this thesis
captures anticipatory dynamics of conflict and hybrid warfare, it does not directly addresses how the
materialization of large-scale interstate war in another geopolitically exposed democracy may have
retrospectively reconfigured Taiwanese activists’ strategic calculations, threat perceptions, and

repertoire choices.

Similarly, the study does not extend to the post-2020 political context in Taiwan, including the 2024
transition from a Democratic Progressive Party government with a stable legislative majority to a DPP
administration operating under a divided parliament. This new configuration has already generated
renewed contention, including the Bluebird Movement in 2024 and the Great Recall campaign launched
in 2025, both directed against a Kuomintang—Taiwan People’s Party legislative majority perceived by
the pan-green camp as undermining national security, particularly with regard to defense spending and
institutional checks and balances (Ho, 2024; Nachman, Yen & Ting; 2026). These developments
suggest a partial re-opening of street-based contention and point to the possibility that political
opportunities, and their interpretation by movement actors, may again be shifting as institutional
alignments change. Because the present study concludes prior to these events, future research will be
required to assess whether they represent a cyclical resurgence of protest, a re-politicization of
movement—State relations, or a reconfiguration of the nationalist hierarchy of political claims identified

in earlier chapters.
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7.7 Potential research avenues

The findings of this thesis may open several promising avenues for future research. A first and most
immediate direction concerns comparative analysis. Extending this framework to other contested states
or geopolitically exposed contexts, such as Ukraine, Armenia, Kosovo, or Palestine, would allow
scholars to assess whether similar reconfigurations of political opportunities, movement—party relations,
and protest repertoires emerge under conditions of existential threat. Comparative work could help
disentangle which dynamics are contingent on specific institutional arrangements and which reflect

more general patterns of contentious politics under geopolitical pressure.

A second avenue concerns engagement with the literature on divided societies. Although Taiwan is not
conventionally classified as a divided society, usually defined by ethnic or religious cleavages (Lijphart,
1977; 2004 Guelke, 2012; Milan, 2020), the empirical findings suggest that its political field exhibits
dynamics commonly associated with such contexts, including the prioritization of sectarian alignment
and survival over distributive and social justice conflict, the narrowing of legitimate dissent, and within-
movement factionalism and polarization. Future research could therefore explore how insights from
divided society literature might be productively adapted to cases where division is structured not
primarily by internal cleavages, but by external threats and contested sovereignty. This perspective may

help bridge literatures that have so far remained analytically separate.

Third, the thesis points to the need for further research on nationalism as a structuring force within
social movements themselves. While nationalism is often treated as an ideology mobilized by states or
parties, the Taiwanese case shows how nationalist and sovereignty-oriented frames reorder internal
movement hierarchies, shaping which claims gain prominence and which are marginalized or
considered politically risky, and how movement repertoires evolve in response. Future studies could
examine how nationalist frames interact with feminist, labor, environmental, and post-colonial claims
within movements, and how these interactions affect coalition-building, internal conflict, and long-term

movement trajectories.

On a related point, this research invites closer examination of how geopolitical polarization shapes
public debate through what is often described as “campism”: a bloc-based interpretations of global order
(such as West/East and democracy/autocracy), in which political judgment and imagination are
organized primarily around alignment and opposition rather than substantive critique (Graeber, 2013;
Tooze, 2021; Roy, 2001; 2015; van der Pijl, 2014; see also Fumian, 2023; Pia, 2023 on China).
Investigating how campist logics enter movement discourse, constrain transnational solidarity, and
shape positions on post-colonialism, imperialism, and global justice would contribute to broader debates
in both social movement studies and international political sociology. Taiwan offers a particularly

instructive case in this regard, as activists navigate tensions between anti-imperial critique, alignment
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with U.S.-led security frameworks, and symbolic and practice resistance to Chinese authoritarianism.

Finally, future research could adopt a longer temporal horizon to trace how movement strategies evolve
as geopolitical conditions change over time. As global power competition intensifies and more societies
confront varying degrees of sovereignty insecurity, longitudinal studies will be crucial for
understanding whether strategic restraint and political convergence persist, give way to renewed
contention, or generate new hybrid forms of collective action that further blur the boundaries between
civil society, parties, and the State. Taken together, these avenues suggest that the Taiwanese case is
not only of intrinsic empirical interest, but also a valuable starting point for rethinking how geopolitics

reshapes contentious politics in the twenty-first century.
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8 Appendix A. List of Abbreviations

DPP — Democratic Progressive Party

KMT — Kuomintang (Chinese Nationalist Party)
NPP — New Power Party

PFP — People First Party

SDP — Social Democratic Party

TPP — Taiwan People’s Party

TSP — Taiwan Statebuilding Party

CLN — National Liberation Committee (Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale, Italy)
PLA — People’s Liberation Army (People’s Republic of China)

PRC — People’s Republic of China

ROC - Republic of China (Taiwan)

U.S. — United States

CET — Citizens of the Earth Taiwan

DFCCSTA — Democratic Front Against the Cross-Strait Service Trade Agreement
EDU — Economic Democracy Union

SPA — Serve the People Association

TEDU — Taiwan Economic Democracy Union

TIWA — Taiwan International Workers’ Association

NGO — Non-Governmental Organization
PEA — Protest Event Analysis

SMO — Social Movement Organization
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9 Appendix B. Interview Guide (English)

DRAFT GUIDELINES FOR INTERVIEWS WITH LONG-RECORD ACTIVISTS IN DIFFERENT SM SECTORS

TO FILL IN BEFORE GOING TO THE INTERVIEW
To be filled in by interviewer (i.e. field researcher).

Pl Name of the Organization:

P2 Abbreviation:

P3 Time and date for interview:

P4 Location of the interview:

P5 Name of interviewer 1:

P7 Permission to record the interview:

TO BE READ BEFORE INTERVIEW STARTS INSTRUCTION TO FIELD WORKER:

Present yourself and hand over the ‘Agreement to be interviewed’ (letter of consent). Use the letter to

describe our research project, aim and institutions by reading the short letter. (The interview person could
decide to read it himself/ herself.) Once all is clarified, the respondent should sign at least one
copy. The signed copy stays with us, and the other copy with the respondent. After this, start

the interview.

242



ORGANISATIONS  AND
GROUPS

Topics Very general open question [Further questions on the topic, in case he/she
is not providing much
information.
A. ROLE AS(Tell us about your Al How long have you been
D : : 0
SPOKESPERSON, history as an activist an gJlparticipating  in social movements?
REPRESENTATIVE ~ OFthe history of your ' lich issues have been the most
i ?
SOCIAL MOVEMENTorganization. important to you:

A2 Have you taken part in any groups of

organizations? If so, which ones?

A3 What is/was your role in such groups

and organizations?
A4 Are you currently part of

any group or organization?

B. POLITICAL ISSUES

Tell us something about

(TO ~ UNDERSTANDmissions,

WHERE THE core ideals and political
ORGANISATION aims of the

STANDS)

B1 Does the

group/organization identify with anyj
specific social or political movement?

At the
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organizations or groups

iyou have been part of.

domestic or international level? If so,

please describe them.

B2 Does the group
organization/movement of which you
consider yourself part identify with any|

specific political party/political camp?
B3 Would you say the

group/organization/movement 1S
concerned with Taiwan’s international

status/position?

B4 Would you say your group is service-

oriented (offering

service to beneficiaries) or policy-

oriented (making

political claims and demands)?

C. ORGANIZATIONAL

LEVEL

Tell us about the
organizational
structure of the
organization or
movement you have

participated in.

C1 How has the structure of your

organization/group/movement changed|

overtime? And why?

C2 Does your organization/group abide by
any form of internal regulation? If yes,

could you describe them?

C3 How are decision taken within the

group/organization?

C4 Briefly describe the process by which|
the structure your

group/organization became

what it is today.

D1. INITIATIVE,
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D1. Tell us about




PROJECTS, AND
MOBILIZATION (2012

- 2016)

D2. INITIATIVE,
PROJECTS AND
MOBILIZATION (2016

L 2020)

initiatives and projects
that your group has
conducted during the

period 2012 —2016.

D2. Tell us about
initiatives and projects
that your group has
conducted during the

period 2016 —2020.

DI1.1 (/.2) Why were these initiatives|

chosen

from/organized by the group you were
part of at that time?

D2.1(/.2) Has there been an

increased demand during this period for|

any specific initiative in your view?

D3.1(/.2) Which groups of people were
you aiming to

help/mobilize/.... with these
initiatives?

D4.1(/.2) What were your group’s threg]
main goals in staging these activities?

D5.1(/.2) Were you organizing

these initiatives with some

other group/organization? Which ones?

D6.1(/.2) In choosing these initiatives|
were you excluding some other
initiative/s? If so, which one/s? Why were]

these not taken in consideration?

D7.1(/.2) Are these initiatives service-

oriented (offering

service to beneficiaries), or policy-

oriented (making

political claims and demands)?
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E. IMPACT OFTell us something about|El Does your
INSTITUTIONAL your group s group/organization try to influence
NETWORKS ANDcommunication Wlthpolicy? If so, in what area and at what
RELATIONSHIPS ONiinstitutions/established
level?
MOBILIZATION political ~ organizations
litical ) _fE2 Has your group/organization developed
(NATIONAL (es. political parties), i o
an communication channels , networks
DIMENSION) Y.
and relationship with political parties
and organizations?
E3 Have your networks and
communication with political parties|
and organizations
transformed during the period 2012
20207 If so, explain.
E4 Have such networks
impacted in any way on the work of your
organization (for instance, on your
initiatives,
projects, activities)?
F.IMPACT OF Tell us what the effectlF1 Has any development of your country;
INTERNATIONAL has been, if any, of relations with other countries impacted on|
CONTEXT ANDTaiwan’s  international®™> discussion or activity of your
oo
NETWORKS relations and Cross- organization:
(INTERNATIONAL ~ [strait relations on the| 115 your organization organized/taken
DIMENSION) work of yourpart in any initiative sparked by
organization. developments in Taiwan’s international
relations in the period of reference? If so,)
which ones?
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F3 Has there been any variation (increase
or decrease) in the demand for any

specific

initiatives in your view?
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F4 Was the nature of your

group/organization initiatives  and

activities in any way

impacted by public debate on Taiwan’s

international status? If so, explain.

F'S Has your organization organized/taken|

part in any initiative sparked by
international political

developments in the period of]

reference? If so, which ones?

F6 Has your organization developed,

networks and relations with other

groups/organizations/actors outside of]
Taiwan? If so, did this happen in|

consequence of

a specific event?

G.
VARIABLES

OUTCOME

Tell us where, in your

View, your organization is

effective and where

it is not.

G1 Thinking in general about your
movement and the aims you have how|
would you evaluate your organization’s|

effectiveness? Please describe.

G2 How close do you think you are in|
achieving your group’s ultimate and/or|

initial goal? Please describe.

G3 What would you need most in order to

raise the

effectiveness of your group?
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G4 Have the communication channels
developed with institutions and

established
actors played a role in enabling

you to influence rules, laws, or policies? If

so, in what areas?
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10 Appendix C. Interview Guide (F X)

FATIA F AR A

414k % 4% (Name of the organization)

i #% (Abbreviation)

I EF . B2 (Time and date of the Interview)
7 M ¥ 25 (Location of the interview)

7 M4k % (Name of the interviewer)

#& & (Permission to record)

Topics A2 Very general open question Further Questions & — 4 i& 4
o] R 48 4R

AL P ALK K FNBIREAGTEDTHA |1 R EHLZAT?
&, R M EA R R AL ?
UK R - SUE RV &
&7

2. ARG 48 S i A R ABER?

§

3. mEEEHT, FHAL
RAE?
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Topics 42

Very general open question
P 548 4

Further Questions it — % i& 4

BUaHRA (# T B R4S H
Z3%)

FRREGEEIEZA TS

Bl 4%

1. EEEEA LHARHFE
AL B S ? BN REH
M9 B B4R H ?

2. W3t EiRegask/iE
f}b “F Eﬁ’c"ﬂl‘“‘ﬂ'@ g D¢

3. MR AR ay s Ek/iE Sk
4 R R XA A B R
H?

4. 3B B ARG 4B/ )2
AR A% B 18] 3 A BUR B 16) 2

4B 4k 2 4R

HR AR G 4Lk /E By 0y A% B
ik (bR ARHAT
AN RFABAL o FF)

1. hsmebtauk/i8%, &
40 4%k T A L he T 2B ? A
% ?

2. ey ERA A A LT AT
ALIRIRLE ? A AREL?

3. ALAR Y AY R B AL A
& ?

4. B EH IR S o 4R 4
e M E R BB E A
T

251




Topics 42

Very general open question
] RE 48 47

Further Questions it — % i& 4

fask. AEEEHH (2012 2|
2016 5 WAK 2016 %] 2020
)

R RAR I LALRAE 2012-
2016 FiEATH E DAt £,

A A BRI LS

2016-2020 3£ 17 89 & 2 A=
HE,

1. AREFEGITHZ
135 R B B 69 7 )
Fast A TR

2. ARAmENHLR
1R 48 4k 12 2012 3
2016 4% 2016 2|
2020 FRE M ED)
) RA B

HEE L, B ESFNH
Z (An)

FHRAAR GBI A E X
W ECE R (bdein: K
) M A M AR A R

1. IR 408k Ao UG 404K 69 B
1A 4 A 4 2012 %] 2020
FMAAERE? o R
K, #Hwm—To

2. o R ARG 4L IR BCE A M
BRAR, BAEWILEH
RAV GG EAE R AR # B

252




Topics A2

Very general open question
P 548 4

Further Questions it — % i& 4

L#E L,
2 (BK)

5 4L R A 09 R

HARE B LBE AR

MR R T HE

1.

2.

&R B KA MARA
A = B AR A AR AT
E9?

F£ 2012-2020 £/, 454
ERA BA Sk E
BR¥oAs A B2 09 &5y ?

WA Y 4L LR I S miE
A 408G IR B IR S R
A 1769 EE)?

RO 44 A I3 A S Ak
B R aysik/ B8/ 84
ESZAVENMAIR? o R
A, FHR—THRMZ MY
B AR R AT ?

X

FRI, HRRR, Revsa

B TAFA A T dE, Fe
A AR AR 7 8 o
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11  Appendix D. Protest Event Data Construction

Stage

Data sources

Time frame

Screening

Event

definition

Included

actions

Excluded

actions

Event

delimitation

Event

aggregation

Procedure

Newspaper

selection

Operational Details

Protest events were collected from two Taiwanese
newspapers: Taipei Times (English-language) and United
Daily News (Lianhebao % 4-#%, Chinese-language).

Coverage period Full period under study (see Chapter 4).

retrieval

Search strategy Keyword-based Electronic databases were searched using ten protest-

related keywords: petition (FR 15 / 3 #8), protest (#Lk),
contention (4t ¥), sit-in (##4%), demonstration (i 1T),
gathering (4& &), strike (% L), hunger strike (¥ &), press

conference (3¢# &), and occupying (15 48).

Manual article All retrieved articles were read in full to identify protest-

review

Protest event

Event types

Event types

related content and delimit events.

Offline collective action involving at least ten participants

and expressing political, social, or economic demands.

Demonstrations, marches, sit-ins, strikes, hunger strikes,
SMO-organized press conferences, and protest actions

staged within parliament by opposition politicians.

Digital-only protests (e.g. online campaigns).

Multiple events Separate entries were created when actions differed by

per article

Overlapping

events

date, location, or participants.

Closely connected or partially overlapping actions were
grouped under umbrella event categories, with relational

links noted.
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Stage

Unit of entry

Coding

procedure

Core variables

Relational data

Source

triangulation

China factor

Other
international

elements

Data

preparation

Procedure

Operational Details

Dataset structure Each protest event was recorded as a single row in a

spreadsheet.

Two-step coding Events were first summarized descriptively, then coded

Event

characteristics

Event linkages

Cross-
newspaper

comparison

International

using predefined variables.

Event identifier, date and duration, participant numbers,
issue(s), targets or demands, organizations involved,

protest repertoire, use of violence, outcomes, and sources.

Explicit connections between events (e.g. shared
organizers, campaign membership, protest waves) were

recorded in a notes column.

Events were cross-checked between Taipei Times and
United Daily News; discrepancies were noted. Events

appearing in only one outlet were flagged.

Coded as direct (formal or institutionalized cross-Strait

influence coding interactions) or indirect (discursive or symbolic references

International

context

Analytical

readiness

to China).

Protests linked to Taiwan’s relations with actors other than
China (e.g. U.S. policy, diplomatic constraints) were

coded separately.

Dataset was prepared for frequency analysis, relational
mapping, and comparison across governments and issue

areas (see Chapter 4).
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12 Appendix E. Protest Event Codebook

Variable

Event ID

Date

Duration

Participants

Issue

Target

Organizations

Repertoire

Violence

China factor

Other
international

element

Description Coding Rules / Values Notes

Unique identifier for ' '
Sequential numeric ID
protest event entry

Assigned during data

Multi-day events coded
Date of protest YYYY-MM-DD

by start date
Length of protest ~ Single-day / Multi-day Based on media reports

Estimated number of Numeric / Range / . .
Media estimates used

participants Missing
Primary issue Categorical (issue S

Multiple issues allowed
addressed labels)

Primary target of Government / Party /
Based on stated demands

protest Corporation / Other
~_ Presence recorded
) Text (organization ]

SMOs involved regardless of leadership

names)

role

Demonstration / Sit-in / Multiple repertoires
Form of protest '

Strike / etc. allowed

None / Police clash /Based on  reported

Use of violence

Counter-movement incidents

Cross-Strait ‘ _ _
None / Direct / Indirect See Appendix C note
influence

Non-China external Yes / No (with E.g. U.S. policy

influence description) references
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Variable

Outcome

Source

Notes

Description Coding Rules / Values Notes

‘ Concession / Repression Short-term  outcomes
Immediate outcome

/ None / Unclear only
Taipei Times / UDN /
Media source Used for triangulation
Both
Relational or
Used to record event
contextual Free text '
linkages
information
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13 Appendix F. Informed consent form (Eng/# )

Project “International Political Opportunities for Contentious Politics in Contested States:

Social Movement Trajectories in Taiwan 2012 — 2020

Abstract

Ever since The Economist named it “the most dangerous place on Earth” in 2021, and following
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Western media and scholarly attention has been directed to what
they see as Taiwan’s fragile position and its potential pivotal role in the geopolitical
competition between China and the United States. In the scholarship on social movements,
both the Taiwan and the Ukraine examples have led to renewed attention to the influence that
the external environment exerts on contentious collective actors’ emergence and behavior.
While such external environment had traditionally been understood as the ensemble of factors
originating outside social movements in the domestic/national context, the present research
was designed in the conviction that, in the case of Taiwan, concepts such as “political
opportunities”, that deal with the relationship between activism, movements and their
surrounding environment cannot but consider opportunities and constraints that originate in the
international realm. This research project will investigate trajectories of social movement
mobilization and activity across the second term of the Ma Ying-jeou and the first term of the
Tsai Ing-wen administrations. Drawing from qualitative research —and specifically open-ended
interviews conducted in person or online with social movement participants and member of
social movement organizations in different sectors — the research project will help us to
understand and analyze the role of Taiwan’s external relations (particularly Cross-Strait

relations) in influencing mobilization and political contention.

Research Participants would be members and spokespersons of social movement
organizations; social movement leaders, and/or heavily involved participants, active in Taiwan
in the years 2012 — 2020, engaged in advocacy on different issues. Among others, the following
ten issues were identified as central to prominent protest campaigns in Taiwan in the period of

reference:
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1) Land expropriation

2) Cross-Strait relations,

3) Taiwan sovereignty and independence,

4) Environment

5) Nuclear power

6) Marriage Equality and LGBTQ+ rights

7) Labor and workers’ rights

8) Migrant labor and migrant rights

9) Indigenous rights

10) Human rights (included, but not limited to, the debate on death penalty)

Research participants are at present or have been at any point during the period of analysis
(2012 — 2020) in one or more of the following situations: spokesperson or members of
organizations involved in the organization of advocacy and/or protests and campaigns on one
or more of the issues above; independent activists involved in advocacy and/or organization of

protests and campaigns on one or more of the issues above.

About the researcher:

Silvia Frosina is PhD candidate in Political Science and Sociology at the Faculty of Social and
Political Science at Scuola Normale Superiore, Italy, where she is part of the COSMOS (Centre
on Social Movement Studies) research team. She is a recipient of the 2024 Taiwan Fellowship
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and a Visiting Research Scholar at the Department of
Sociology of National Taiwan University, where she works under the sponsorship of professor
Ho Ming-sho 17 B 4. Her expertise area is State-civil society relations and social movements
in East Asia, international relations, political sociology, and Cross-Strait relations. Contact:

silvia.frosina@sns.it

Interview: Aim and Contents

The interview would ideally be held in person, or alternatively online, for an approximate time

of 60-90°, according to the availability of the respondent. It is organized around seven broad
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sections, aiming at understanding: a) the respondent’s role as spokesperson, representative or
participant in social movement organizations and groups; b) the missions, core ideals and
political aims of the organizations, groups or protest events the respondents has taken an active
part in; c) the organizational structure of the organization or movement that the respondent
takes active part in; d) the initiatives and projects that the respondent’s group has conducted,
or that the respondent has actively participated in, during the periods 2012 — 2016 and 2016 —
2020, respectively; e) the impact of institutional networks and relationships on mobilization; f)
the impact of the international context, particularly Cross-strait policies and relations, and
international networks, on mobilization; g) the perceived outcomes. The interview can be
recorded only if the respondent authorizes it. The researcher is happy to discuss the modality

and timing of the interview according to the respondent’s preferences.

Research Ethic

The researcher holds experience and awareness of the responsibilities towards individuals,
groups, organizations, and hereby ensure that the anonymity of the respondent, if requested, is
fully respected. The researcher will process personal data in compliance with applicable EU
and Italian national laws for the protection of personal data (Regulation UE 2016/679 “General

data protection regulation” (GDPR)), including authorizations or notification requirements.

If requested, confidentiality can be maintained at all time and information about the
respondents will be classified in the following generic ways: Personal data: man/woman/prefer

not to say/none of the above; age (range). Social movement sector: land expropriation, cross-

strait relations, Taiwan independence, environment, nuclear power, marriage equality and
LGBTQ+ rights, labor, migrant rights, indigenous rights, human rights. Role in the

organization: chairman/editor in chief, deputy/editor, officer, member, volunteer.

The collected material will be stored in the researcher’s private archive to make it possible to

verify analyses and conclusions. It will NOT be shared with third parties.

The researcher is happy to briefly meet interested respondents beforehand to discuss about the
project, reply to questions, and decide about the interview. In case the respondent confirms
their interest, they can agree on a suitable date and decide whether it is appropriate/possible to

record the interview.
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Informed Consent Statement
2 voluntarily agree to participate in this research study;

* [ understand that even if I agree to participate now, I can withdraw at any time or refuse to

answer any question without any consequences of any kind;

* [ understand that I can withdraw permission to use data from my interview within two weeks
after the interview, in which case the material will be deleted, whereas after two weeks it will

be used with the above mentioned protective measures (anonymity, confidentiality, etc.);

* [ have had the purpose and nature of the study explained to me in writing and in conversation

and I have had the opportunity to ask questions about the study;

* [ understand that participation involves taking part voluntarily to a qualitative and semi-

structured interview;

* [ understand that I will not benefit directly from participating in this research;

* [ agree/do not agree to my interview being audio-recorded;

* [ agree/do not agree to my identity being used in the reports on the result of this research;

* [ understand that all information I provide for this study will be treated in a confidential way

and that no other person will listen/read the interview in its entirety;

* [ understand that, if I asked to remain anonymous, in any report on the results of this research
my identity will not be revealed. This will be done by changing my name and disguising any

details of my interview which may reveal my identity or the identity of people I speak about;

* [ understand that extracts from my interview may be quoted in articles, books, or policy

reports;

* [ understand that signed consent forms and original audio recordings will be retained in a

locked folder of the researcher until the research is completed;

[ understand that under freedom of information laws I am entitled to access the information I

have provided at any time while it is in storage as specified above;

* [ understand that I am free to contact the researcher at any time to seek further clarification

and information.
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Name and Surname of the research participant:.................coooviiiiiiiin...

Signature of research participant

Date:

Name and Surname of the researcher:

Signature of researcher

Date:

i
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T M A RAR . BT BOR. .. F.

Q\\\
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4
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