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Abstract 
 

 

This is an autoethnographic account of the performative practices in the 

Umbrella Movement (2014, Hong Kong), a struggle that I myself and some fellow 

artists participated in.  Instead of making a discursive analysis of postcolonial 

identity, this thesis focuses on performative practices and the performativity of 

artists and their activist counterparts in the Umbrella Movement. This thesis 

starts with an overview of the political situation in Hong Kong before relating it to 

the social turn in contemporary art practice and the performative turn in art and 

research practices.  Instead of using performance as a metaphor for 

understanding cultural phenomena, I persevere with the notion of performance 

per se, of artists taking part in activism and examining the performativity 

involved in the process.  As an artist/researcher, I have been seeking a research 

methodology that is compatible with the means and ends of activism being 

studied and can nourish a reflexive account on the performative practices of 

resistance in postcolonial Hong Kong.  I propose a methodology of ‘performative 

autoethnography’ which accentuates the co-performative and intersubjective 

process as well as the non-textual aspects of embodied experience and of 

performing struggle in activism.  Reviewing the performative practices on macro- 

and micro-levels, I borrow the term ‘microutopia’ to depict the imaginary space 

created by micro-performances used to cope with the discrepancies between 

utopian ideals and reality.  Specifically, I examine the transformative power of 

some performative tactics employed in the Umbrella Movement: parodic 

performance of ‘over-identification,’ improvisation accomplished by collective 

connectivity and kinetic responsiveness of the performers, and the artist as an 

intersubjective mediator.   Among these tactics, there are recurring claims and 

recurring forms that add up to a repertoire of protest.  Through microutopian 

interventions staged at the site of protest, the identities of the multitude are 

constructed through critical engagement.  I suggest that we use the concept of 

‘critical identities’ to study how identities are constructed within an open-ended 

network of social relations, using a critical reflexive lens of performance studies 

at a precarious moment in which Hong Kong finds itself at a crossroads. 
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1. 
Hong Kong at a Crossroads:  

Political, Social and Performative Turns in the Threefold 

 

 
(An umbrella installation on Hennessy Road in Causeway Bay cccupied site, 12 October 
2014) 

 

Since the Handover of 1997, Hong Kong has failed to command the world’s 

attention. The Umbrella Movement of 2014 changed all of that.  The Umbrella 

Movement was not a single event or happening.  Rather, it should be situated in a 

continuum of protests and struggles. Just two and a half months before the 

Umbrella Movement happened, half a million people reportedly took to the street 

in the annual July 1 Rally, followed by a rehearsal of ‘Occupy Central’ staged 

overnight by 200 sit-in protesters.  The 1 July Rally in 2014 was the largest 

protest since 2003 and 2004, when dissatisfaction with economic and political 

conditions at the time led Chief Executive Tung Chee-Hwa to step down.  

Numerous protests followed after then.  To name a few, the Anti-national 

education protest (2012), the protest against Express-Rail-Link between Hong 

Kong and Guangzhou and the destruction of Choi Yuen Village (2009-2010), the 
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Star Ferry and Queen’s Pier conservation campaign (2006-2007), protest against 

the redevelopment of Lee Tung Street in Wanchai (2003-),1 etc were examples 

which led to Hong Kong being called ‘the city of protest,’ by the Washington Post 

in 2000.2  Along the way, forms of protest have evolved from more conventional 

ones such as sit-ins and rallies to interventions, carnivals, occupations, etc over 

the decades.   With the participation of young local artists, social movements in 

the post-Handover period has often been invested with imagination and 

humanist ideals. What made these protests in Hong Kong intriguing was that, 

demonstrations were not only staged by opponents of the government policies, 

but also by establishmentarians who appropriated such forms of protests as a 

counter-balance to dissident voices.   

 

What are the cultural implications of these protests in Hong Kong after 1997?  

How are these protests related to the cultural, social and political context of Hong 

Kong?   Are there any specific tactics developed in these protests?    If we were to 

regard the Umbrella Movement as one of the most significant chapters in Hong 

Kong’s social history, how can we situate and contextualise this importance, given 

the city’s shifting sociopolitical and cultural landscape after the Handover? 

 

 

1.1  Political Turn: from ‘a borrowed place’ to ‘the city of protest’ 

 

Hong Kong has often be called a ‘borrowed place’ (Hughes 1968; Welsh 1996) as 

it was a British colony to be returned to the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 

                                                 
1 The Anti-national education protest (2012) was initiated by a secondary school students’ group 
Scholarism (學民思潮) against mandatory ‘patriotic education’ in the local school curriculum and 
will be examined in details in Chapter 3.  The protest against Express-Rail-Link (XRL) between 
Hong Kong and Guangzhou and the destruction of Choi Yuen Village (2009-2010) was organised by 
an alliance of various concern groups and student groups. (For the first assembly outside Legislative 
Council against the funding application for XRL construction, see 
http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1005169).   The Star Ferry and Queen’s Pier conservation 
campaign (2006-2007) comprised of a series of protests among which Local Action (本土行動) took 
a major leading role. (For more details, please refer to the documentation website created by artist 
Anson Mak: https://beyondthestars.wordpress.com/)  The protest against the redevelopment of 
Lee Tung Street in Wanchai (2003-) was organised by H15 Concern Group, a group of concerned 
residents in 2003 conducting their own survey on the redevelopment of  affected areas before the 
government’s consultation.  Other than direct actions, the group has been actively conducting 
community work, screening, guided tour, etc even after the original Lee Tung Street was 
demolished and redeveloped into a new residential and shopping complex.   
2 Chandler, Clay. Discontent Afflicts Hong Kong; Protest Epidemic Reflects Rising Anxiety of 
Middle Class, The Washington Post, June 28, 2000, A21 
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1997.  Such an interpretation often emphasises the legend of Hong Kong and its 

successful economic development under British colonial rule.   The hardworking 

grassroots people who contributed to this legend have been romanticised by the 

‘Lion Rock Spirit’ mythos that underscores Hong Kong identity (獅子山精神)3. 

 

The city, which used to be a fishing village as well as being part of Canton 

Province, had attracted settlers from other coastal parts of Southern China since 

the Song Dynasty (960-1279).  The relaxed border control between the colonial 

and Chinese governments also gave people a sojourner mentality until the 

establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949.  On one hand, the 

sense of being a Hongkonger developed because of the rule of law, safeguarding 

freedom and colonial capitalism in the 1970s and 1980s. (Tsang 2003, 182)  On 

the other hand, in recent years, the local government’s policy has increasingly 

emphasised the staunch support from and economic integration with the 

Mainland,4 as the PRC became a member of the World Trade Organisation 

(WTO) in 20015  and the Mainland and Hong Kong Closer Economic Partnership 

Arrangement (CEPA) has been enacted since 2003.6   

 
The CEPA has brought about benefits to Hong Kong’s economy.  For example, the 

tariff-free policy for Hong Kong products generated 9.7 billion US dollars worth 

of goods imported from Hong Kong to Mainland China between 2006 and March 

2016.  (Xinhua 2016) The Individual Visit Scheme (IVS), which was introduced 

by the PRC Government in 2003 as a remedy to Hong Kong’s economic downturn 

                                                 
3 Since 1992, Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK), the government-funded public broadcaster, has 
been producing the real-life situation drama series ‘Below the Lion Rock’ (獅子山下) featuring the 
‘perseverance and solidarity’ (逆境自存，群策群力) of working life. (RTHK web 2015)  The 
eponymous theme song,  sung by pop song singer Roman Tam (aka Lo Man) in 1979-92 has even 
become a leitmotif of such spirit since then.  
4 ‘Mainland as our hinterland’ (背靠祖國大陸) first appeared in the Hong Kong Chief Executive’s 
annual Policy Address in 2001 and the following years (2003, 2004, 2005 and 2005-06).  The 
Policy repeatedly stressed ‘Hong Kong’s unique position’ (2001, paragraph 16), as ‘a window on the 
world for the Mainland’ (2001, paragraph 22), ‘staunch support from the Mainland and our global 
outlook’ (2003, paragraph 30), the strategy ‘to leverage the Mainland and engage ourselves globally’ 
(2005-06, paragraph 72), etc. 
5 China has been a member of WTO since 11 December 2001, and Hong Kong since 1 January 1995. 
6 The Mainland and Hong Kong Closer Economic Partnership Arrangement (CEPA) is the first free 
trade agreement ever concluded by the Mainland of China and Hong Kong, signed on 29 June 
2003.  The implementation of CEPA covers 3 areas: trade in goods (tariff free treatment to all goods 
of Hong Kong origin importing into the Mainland); trade in services (preferential treatment to 
Hong Kong service suppliers in entering into the Mainland market in various service areas), and 
trade and investment facilitation (enhanced co-operation to improve the overall business 
environment). 
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after the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak, has almost 

doubled the Mainland visitors from 41.2% of 16.6 million total visitors in 2002 to 

75% of 54.3 million in 2013, and same-day IVS visitors from 20.4% in 2003 

tripled to 64.9% in 2013.  A terrific rise in retail sales (4.5% sales from IVS 

visitors in 2004 and 22.2% in 2013) and other beneficiary sectors such as hotels, 

restaurants, travel services, etc. also appears positive.   

 

However, the closer partnership has also led to the escalation of cultural clashes 

between Hong Kong and Mainland China, not to mention anxiety over increasing 

dependence on the Mainland Chinese market.  The IVS is an example of the 

dilemma between economic benefits and social capacity as the number of 

Mainland visitors has tripled from 2002 to 2013.7  An over-crowded transport 

system and a growing homogeneity of shops targeted at Mainland visitors has not 

benefited the local community in general.  Protests against ‘locusts’, that is, 

Chinese Mainland mothers delivering their babies in Hong Kong, Mainland 

tourists as well as parallel traders, is illustrative of intensified ‘Hong Kong-

mainland conflict’ in the past few years.  On one hand, these protests not only 

concern the livelihood of local communities but are also intent on defending local 

identity in the face of Hong Kong’s growing integration into the PRC.  On the 

other hand, people, especially celebrities and those who benefit from the CEPA in 

Mainland Chinese market, also exercise self-censorship, refraining from voicing 

their political views or opinions on China-related issues openly so as to avoid 

damaging their careers.  As Hong Kong’s ranking in the World Press Freedom 

Index dropped dramatically from 18 out of 134 countries in 2002 to 70 of 180 in 

20188, the threats to shrinking freedom of speech and expression are increasingly 

felt by Hong Kong citizens. 

 

                                                 
7 Despite the benefits gained by the IVS, there are concerns about the over-crowded transport 
system and the growing homogeneity of shops in most shopping districts to serve Mainland visitors, 
who came mainly for shopping and sightseeing.  The dramatic increase of 1500% in the number of 
cosmetics and personal care products retail stores in Hong Kong from 2004 to 2013 and a 69.4% 
rise in rentals for retail space best illustrate the impact of IVS on Hong Kong society.  All data about 
social impact of IVS are from Hong Kong Tourism Board, Census and Statistics Department and 
Commerce and Economic Development Bureau, as shown in Research Brief, Issue 6, Research 
Office, Legislative Council of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region of the People’s Republic 
of China, 7 May 2014. 
8 2018 World Press Freedom Index, Reporters Without Borders, https://rsf.org/en/hong-kong, 
accessed June 2018. 
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Meanwhile, political situations in Mainland China often test Hong Kong people’s 

sense of nationalism or belonging to the country.  The June Fourth Incident in 

Beijing (1989) is a case in point.  Hong Kong people have long been concerned 

with the development of democracy in China, or the lack thereof.  The Star Ferry 

and Queen’s Pier conservation campaign (2006-2008), led by an activist group 

Local Action, and the movement opposing the Guangzhou-Hong Kong Express 

Rail Link (XRL) and the destruction of Choi Yuen Village (2009-2010), led by the 

self-dubbed ‘post-80s generation’, raised questions about urban development 

driven by economic factors rather than culture, heritage and humanity.  The 

widespread Anti-national education campaign (2011-2012) led by Scholarism, an 

even younger group of ‘Post-90s-born’ secondary school students had shown 

their strong indigenous awareness of safeguarding the next generation in Hong 

Kong from patriotic ‘brainwashing.’  The Umbrella Movement in 2014 happened 

when the Beijing Government took a hard line in support of the restrictive 

electoral system pre-screening candidates for the Chief Executive office in Hong 

Kong.  These movements gave rise to a nascent ‘nativism’, an intense emphasis 

on local identity after the change of sovereignty.  Standing in defense of post-

colonial, liberal freedoms and the rule of law, these movements redefined the 

‘Lion Rock Spirit’ by moving beyond economic interests and giving emphasis to 

other cultural factors.  

 

Identity has been one of the most problematic issues in Hong Kong in the last few 

decades since transfer of sovereignty was arranged in the 1980s.  People’s 

identities as ‘Hongkongers,’ ‘Hong Kong Chinese,’ or ‘Chinese,’ are as 

complicated as the city’s relations with Mainland China.  According to Census 

2011, 93.6% (6,620,393) of Hong Kong population (7,071,576) is Chinese, among 

which 59.6% (4,218,038) are born in Hong Kong.9  Surveys conducted by Public 

Opinion Programme, The University of Hong Kong (HKU POP) have shown that 

a majority of people identify themselves as ‘Hongkonger’ rather than ‘Chinese’ in 

surveys between 1985 and 1995 (Lau 1997), and that most people are more likely 

to identify themselves as ‘Hongkonger in China’ rather than ‘Chinese in Hong 

                                                 
9 Data from Hong Kong census and statistics department, http://www.census2011.gov.hk, accessed 
January 2016 
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Kong’ since 199710.  This trend has been notably strong after the Umbrella 

Movement, with a total of 67.6% of the survey respondents having identified 

themselves as ‘Hongkonger’ (40.2%) or ‘Hongkonger in China’ (27.4%) and a 

total 31.1% as ‘Chinese’ (18.1%) or ‘Chinese in Hong Kong’ (13%) in December 

2015 (compared to a total of 58.7% and 37.1% respectively in December 1997).11 

 

There are also doubts about the principle of ‘One Country, Two Systems,’ which 

means to promise a high degree of autonomy of Hong Kong Special 

Administration Region (HKSAR) and its existing system for at least ‘50 years 

unchanged’ after reunification.12  While the PRC government appeared to 

increasingly interfere with various political issues in Hong Kong, annual reports 

by international watchdog organizations such as Amnesty International, Human 

Rights Watch and Freedom House have repeatedly remarked upon the downward 

trend in the condition of human rights and freedom enjoyed in the city and 

warned against the slow erosion of rule of law inherited from the colonial 

government after the Handover.13  In recent years, a branch of Nativist activists 

inspired by Chin Wan’s ‘Hong Kong City-State Theory’ (香港城邦論) have used  

the Dragon-And-Lion Flag, the coat-of-arms of colonial Hong Kong, and 

launched the ‘Hong Kong Autonomy Movement’ to advocate the prioritizing of 

local interests in public policies.14  The Dragon-And-Lion Flag can be read as a 

tribute to Hong Kong’s heritage of British colonial rule, but also was criticised by 

                                                 
10 According to the regular polling titled ‘People's Ethnic Identity’ conducted by Public Opinion 
Programme, The University of Hong Kong (HKU POP) since August 1997, most respondents have 
mixed identity (ranging from 31.1% to 49.2%), followed by identifying themselves as ‘Hongkonger’, 
‘Hongkonger in China’, ‘Chinese in Hong Kong’ and ‘Chinese’ (ranging from 18.1% to 43.8%, 18.0% 
to 33.1%, 10.3% to 20.3%, and 13.8% to 38.6% respectively) between August 1997 and December 
2017.  People mostly identify themselves ethnically as ‘Hongkonger’ and ‘Hongkonger in China’ 
rather than ‘Chinese’ and ‘Chinese in Hong Kong’ according to the published statistics. 
11 see https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/english/popexpress/ethnic/eidentity/poll/datatables.html  
12 According to Chapter 1, Article 5 of the Hong Kong Basic Law, the constitutional document of the 
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, ‘The socialist system and policies shall not be practised 
in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, and the previous capitalist system and way of life 
shall remain unchanged for 50 years.’ 
13 Amnesty International Report 2015/16: The State of the World’s Human Rights, Amnesty 
International, https://www.amnestyusa.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/04/pol1025522016english.pdf, accessed January 2018; World Report, 
Human Rights Watch, published yearly since 1989, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/, accessed 
January 2018; Freedom in the World, Freedom of House, published yearly since 1973, 
https://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world, accessed January 2018. 
14 The group invited Chin Wan to serve as consultant since their establishment in 2011 and 
terminated their partnership in March 2013 due to ‘a difference of opinion and other critical 
reasons’ according to their Facebook posts.  The group’s original Facebook page was removed in 
March 2015.  
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the PRC officials as acute nostalgia for colonization and even an incitement to 

overthrow the state.15  Burgeoning pro-independence sentiments have since been 

admonished and suppressed by both the HKSAR and PRC governments. 

 

The Occupy or Umbrella Movement in 2014 showed a great distrust of political 

parties.  One of the recurring memes that came up in the protest – ‘there are no 

leaders, we’re the people’ (沒有大台，只有群眾) – exemplifies the rise of 

individual agencies and a distrust of representative politics.  In the 

aforementioned struggles, led by local activists rather than political parties, 

protesters had been more aware of their civil rights and conscious about their 

direct participation in government policy-making.  Protesters in Hong Kong had 

also been trying to find ways to explore and express their concerns over such 

complications.  ‘Awakening’ became an activist keyword as participants grew 

more and more politically aware and conscious of their role in making social 

change along the waves of social movements in Hong Kong.  For instance, a 

record-breaking 1.4 million voters cast their votes in the 2015 District Board 

Election (47.01% of the registered voters, as compared to 1.2 million or 41.49% in 

the same election in 2011) and 2.2 million in the 2016 Legislative Council 

Election (58.28% of the registered voters in Geographical Constituency, as 

compared to 1.8 million or 53.05% in 2012)16.  Meanwhile, younger independent 

candidates, ‘political newbies’, or members of newly-established groups were 

running for these elections after the Umbrella Movement.  These so-called 

‘umbrella soldiers’, inspired by the Movement, emphasised community work, 

aspired to political change and even pitted themselves against the established 

political party or establishment as well as the veteran councillors.17  New political 

groups such as Youngspiration (青年新政) , advocating the establishment of the  

‘Hong Kong nation’ and self-determination, emerged and gained popularity.  

                                                 
15 For example, Yu Zhengsheng, who served as the Chairman of the Chinese People's Political 
Consultative Conference (CPPCC) in PRC between 2013 and 2018, criticised the waving of the 
colonial flag as a ‘iniquitious and evil’ (歪風邪氣) that will lead to ‘overthrowing the state’ in 2013 
(For details, please refer to: https://news.now.com/home/local/player?newsId=61562) 
16 Statistics from HKSAR webpages of the District Board and Legislative Council elections. accessed 
September 2016. http://www.elections.gov.hk/ 
17‘Umbrella soldiers’ was a general term used by mass media to describe the candidates inspired by 
the Umbrella Movement in 2014 but not in an alliance formally; some of them did not even 
recognise the title themselves.  There were reportedly 47 ‘umbrella soldiers’, of which 8-9 won seats 
in the 2015 District Board Election. The rest of seats were taken by the pan-democracy camp (112 of 
431 seats, approximately 26%) and pro-establishment camp (298 seats approximately 70%). 
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Commentators in general took this phenomenon as the rise of a new generation 

and new political forces.  However, negotiations between the different 

sociopolitical systems in Hong Kong and the PRC have made the situation more 

complicated.  Advocates of self-determination have been taken as promoting 

Hong Kong’s independence and have been suppressed by authority.  In 2016 and 

2017, a total of 6 directly-elected oppositional or pan-democratic lawmakers were 

unprecedentedly disqualified by the court for improper oath-taking.  This is an 

ominous sign of what is to come for the pro-democracy and so-called pro-

independence generation. 18 

 

Meanwhile, people in Hong Kong have grown more and more disappointed with 

the governance and prospects for the future.  According to a survey conducted by 

HKU POP, public sentiment of the government and the society had reached its 

peak indexing 128.3 out of 200 in 2006, but hit rock bottom (52.8 out of 200) in 

December 2015.19  Research also showed that people had been losing confidence 

in the ‘One Country, Two Systems’ scheme since the Handover.20  In the midst of 

seething discontent and people’s grievances, even the HKSAR and PRC officials 

                                                 
18 The disqualification of lawmakers was a result of the legal action initiated by then Chief Executive 
Leung Chun Ying and the interpretation of Basic Law Article 104 by the PRC’s top legislative body, 
the Standing committee of the National People’s Congress (NPCSC) on 7 November 2016.  The 
NPCSC’s interpretation restricts the manner of lawmakers and principal officials swearing a 
scripted oath when assuming office.  Sixtus Baggio Leung Chung Hang and Yau Wai Ching of 
Youngspiration were disqualified by the court for their ‘anti-China’ antics in their oath-taking on 15 
November 2018.  Later on 14 July 2017, another 4 lawmakers Leung Kwok Hung, Nathan Law 
Kwun Chung, Lau Siu Lai and Edward Yiu Chung Yim were also disqualified by the court.  For 
details: http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/2102609/four-more-hong-kong-
lawmakers-disqualified-over-oath-taking 
19 The Public Sentiment Index (PSI) compiled by HKU POP comprised Government Appraisal (GA) 
Score and Society Appraisal (SA) Score.  Survey on GA questioned respondents’ evaluation of Hong 
Kong Chief Executive and the HKSAR government’s performance and their trust in the governance; 
SA covered the respondents’ satisfaction of the political, economic and social/living conditions in 
Hong Kong.  Data from HKU POP Site, https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/english/features/PSI/, 
accessed January 2018. 
20 People’s Confidence in ‘One Country, Two Systems’, Public Opinion Programme, The University 
of Hong Kong. accessed January 2016. 
https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/english/popexpress/trust/conocts/ 
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warned that Hong Kong had come to a critical point socially and politically.21   At 

such a critical point, Hong Kong had been progressively shifting from ‘a borrowed 

place’, a place of transit and transience,  to ‘a city of protest,’ where the children 

of the ‘Lion Rock Spirit’, deeply invested in notions of identity and culture, sought 

to defend these values from the encroaching PRC. 

 

 

1.2  Social Turn: From White-cube to Social Engagement 

 

Indeed, along with the increasing number of protests in the city, it has been 

observed that artists in Hong Kong have grown more and more visible in local 

social movements.  From direct participation in protests to initiating actions or 

campaigns in response to particular social-political issues such as the shrinking 

freedom of speech and reclaiming public space in Hong Kong, artists often 

employ performance or performative actions as an immediate and self-

exploratory form.  My previous research on Hong Kong performance art 

registered a vast amount of artists producing works on the June Fourth incident 

in 1989 and the 1997 Handover.22  Performance was also used as a tool to draw 

public and media attention as well as to facilitate social engagement in various 

political campaigns.  The most preeminent examples are the weekly performance 

events in the Star Ferry Pier conversation campaign (2006-2007) and the Anti-

Express-Rail ‘Satyagraha Walk’ in various districts in Hong Kong (2009-2010).  

Initiated by some young artists, the campaigns effectively aroused awareness and 

set the agenda in public via bodily actions and live performances.  The Art 

Citizens March (2011), an artist-led parade triggered by Mainland Chinese artist-

activist Ai Weiwei being detained by the PRC government without formal 

explanation, was another landmark event where artists joined forces to express 

                                                 
21 On 3 March 2011, after attending the annual Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference in 
Beijing, Lau Siu Kai, who was working as head of the HKSAR government's think-tank, the Central 
Policy Unit, between 2002 and 2012, spoke to a TV news reporter that Hong Kong had probably 
approached a critical point as people were dissatisfied with the government and deliberation was 
needed to find a solution for the governance.  He later on denied saying this.  Also on 8 March 2014, 
a few months before the Occupy Central campaign was brewing to take place in Hong Kong, Ng 
Hong-mun, the former member of PRC’s 9th and 10th National People’s Congress (NPC) 
representing Hong Kong (1998-2008) commented in his article published in Mingpao Daily that 
Hong Kong has reached a ‘critical point’ s in the wake of anti-Mainland protests, the disputed 
political reforms and concerns over the loss of free press. 
22 wen yau. Hong Kong Performance Art Research Project, Asia Art Archive, 2005-2006. accessed 
June 2018. https://aaa.org.hk/en/ideas/ideas/hong-kong-performance-art-research-project  
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their shared concerns over the city’s shrinking freedom of speech after the 

Handover.  About 2,000 members of the local art community brought along their 

artworks and music instruments and took to the street.  Artists used body actions 

and performances to defend civil rights and liberty in the face of social-political 

changes and their creative energies gave shape to vital new forms of protest.   

 

Other than more conventional forms such as protests or rallies, performances had 

been used as forms of ‘guerrilla’ intervention in urban spaces.  For example, 

during the dispute over the use of public space in Times Square piazza in 2008, 

various artists and arts groups conducted interventions, such as a spontaneous 

picnic in the piazza23 as well as organizing a competition between proposals for 

the hijacking of public space24.  There was also the Complaints Choir of Hong 

Kong (2009-10), which composed songs and lyrics using words of complaint 

gathered from the public before singing them in public rallies.25  These events or 

projects were initiated by artists who were conscious of their roles as mediators of 

social issues.  In their own creative ways, these actions and events ‘use[d] genuine 

emotions, daring words and inspiring street art activities… in place of formulaic 

conventional demonstrations and silent sit-ins’. (Leung & Lee 2011).  Not to 

mention the creative dynamics shown in numerous performative actions by 

artists and ordinary protesters, the above campaigns are demonstrative of work 

done by artists in the front line of protests.  These actions might not lead to 

immediate changes in social structure and policy, but the people’s voices were 

presented in the public realm through art and their live actions. 

 

This shift of terrain from the studio or the white cube gallery to places of struggle 

is not unique to Hong Kong.  ‘Social engagement’ or ‘socially engaged art’ has 

been a popular term in the field of contemporary art recently.  In their social 

                                                 
23 Around 10 artists including Lam Tung Pang, Lee Kit, Leung Po Shan Anthony, and Ching Chin 
Wai Luke had a picnic on Lee Kit's hand-painted cloth on the floor of Times Square piazza: 
http://peppeppep.wordpress.com/2008/03/05/, accessed December 2017 
24 The competition is part of the exhibition ‘CHiE - Culture sieges Politics’, the first exhibition of the 
Para/Site Art Space – Hong Kong Jockey Club Curatorial Training Programme, curated by Jessie 
Chang and Jaspar Lau, and co-presented with InMedia Hong Kong.  Awards were presented on 6 
April 2008 at the Times Square piazza: http://www.inmediahk.net/node/315228, accessed 
December 2017 
25 For details about the Complaints Choir of Hong Kong: 
http://www.complaintschoir.org/hongkong/complaintschoir_about_hongkong.html; For video 
documentation of their performances: https://www.youtube.com/user/hkcomplaintschoir/videos; 
both accessed June 2018. 
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practices, the role of the artist as public intellectual is stressed.  Carol Becker, 

who writes extensively on publicness and social responsibilities of artists, has 

addressed the shifting landscape of art in the digital age and the extended 

boundaries of art and artists in practices of interdisciplinary collaboration. 

(Becker 2009)  Becker refers to Edward Said’s Representations of the 

Intellectual, and puts forward the notion of artists as public intellectuals.  She 

advocates that the social responsibility of the artist is to think through the 

complexity of a given moment, develop a creative approach to such complexity 

and make a critical voice ahead of their time.  The task of artists, as she suggests, 

is ‘to pull what is personal into the public sphere and to give shape to what is 

public as it occurs in the private sphere’ despite the fact that it is rarely valued. 

(Becker 1997, 22) 

 

The term ‘social turn’ was first coined by Claire Bishop in her essay published in 

2006 discussing emerging social practices in contemporary art which often 

involve the participation of an audience or community26.  Later on in her book, 

Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (2012), 

Bishop suggests that this development could be seen ‘more accurately as a return 

to the social.’ [emphasis in original] and contextualises it by three historic 

moments: the avant-garde in Europe circa 1917, the ‘neo’ avant-garde leading to 

1968, and the fall of communism in 1989.  These transformative times of political 

upheaval and social movements marked the ‘collapse of a collectivist vision of 

society’ and accompanied by ‘a utopian rethinking of art’s relationship with the 

social and of its political potential.’ (Bishop 2012, 3)  From my research on Hong 

Kong performance art, the June Fourth Incident in Beijing (1989) and the 1997 

Handover had a significant effect in inspiring artists to present more socially and 

politically concerned work than other times, and much performance art between 

1989 and 1997 was reflective of the emotional turmoil experienced by artists in 

this period.27     When we consult the chronology of socially engaged art in Hong 

Kong (1997-2014) compiled by Jeff Leung and Vivian Ting, we can see that there 

                                                 
26 Bishop, Claire. ‘The Social Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents’, Artforum, February 2006, 
pp.178-183 
27 wen yau. ‘Chronology of Hong Kong Performance Art’ as part of the Hong Kong 
Performance Art Research. Asia Art Archive. 2005-2006. accessed June 2018. 
https://cdn.aaa.org.hk/_source/chronology-1975-2005-asof-20061201.pdf  
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are art projects responding to particular issues such as SARS, demolishment of 

Star Ferry Clock Tower and public space.  (Leung & Ting 2014, 508-521)   It is 

hard to conclude whether Bishop’s notions can be applied fully to Hong Kong due 

to the lack of substantial research on social practices of art in the city.  Yet, this 

question can be asked: referring back to the contexts of Hong Kong or even Asia, 

how has the relationship changed between art and its sociopolitical situation in 

these ‘transformative times’?  

 

Bishop acknowledges that the ‘return to the social’ that she observes is true 

largely of the West.  The notion of the ‘autonomy of art,’ on the one hand, can be 

traced to the Enlightenment project which sees an individual as a free and 

independent human being with natural rights and freedom of speech and 

expression.  Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgement gives grounds for artistic 

autonomy.  Kant goes to great length in describing ingenious artists who have 

‘talent’ or ‘natural endowment’ and enjoy the ‘freedom from all guidance of rules’ 

in giving full rein to his/her imagination in art-making.  He also emphasises the 

formal ‘purposiveness’ of art: it is the perception of the form of the art object 

rather than the matter that gives rise to our aesthetic pleasure.  (Kant 1790/2007)  

The notion of l'art pour l’art (Art for art’s sake), first posited in the 19th century 

following Kant’s theories, further emphasises the intrinsic aesthetic value of art, 

and divorces art from any moral, political or utilitarian functions.   

 

On the other hand, G W F Hegel, inspired by Kant, takes artwork as a creation 

born of human agency and a product of Geist (individual spirit) or universal spirit 

of the world (Weltgeist).  The Geist and Weltgesit are shaped by ‘the prodigious 

labour of the world’s history’ (Hegel 1807/1835/2008, 35) which can be 

understood as extra-aesthetic factors.  A century later, Walter Benjamin, in his 

seminal essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ first 

published in 1936, warned against the risk of utilizing aesthetic pleasure or 

artistic gratification of a sense perception’ changed by technology in the name of 

l'art pour l’art: ‘Fascism is rendering aesthetic. Communism responds by 

politicizing art.’ (Benjamin 1936/2007, 242)  Benjamin was explicit about his 

allegiance to Marxism which stresses the social function of art.  Inspired by 

Benjamin, Theodor Adorno developed a more complex and dialectical perspective 



 

Chapter 1: Hong Kong at a Crossroads  | 

on the autonomy of art in the face of capitalist modernity.  Premising his thought 

on Kant’s notion of formal autonomy, Adorno elaborated upon Hegel’s emphasis 

on ‘intellectual import (geistiger Gehalt)’ and Karl Marx’s emphasis on ‘art’s 

embeddedness in society’. (Zuidervaart, 2015), conceiving of art as the ‘social 

antithesis of society.’ (Adorno 1970/2002, 8)   

 

These critical theories on art served as the foundation for contemporary theories 

of the ‘neo’ avant-garde movement such as The Situationist International (1965-

1972), the ‘relational aesthetics’ of Nicolas Bouriaud and the recent booming of 

social practices.  Situationist International evolved from an avant-garde artists’ 

group to a political organisation and significantly influenced the May 1968 events 

in France: the situationists employed tactics such as détournements (subverting 

the meaning of existing media artifacts) and dérive (drifting through an 

unplanned journey in an urban landscape and dropping one’s everyday relations), 

all efforts to sabotage the spectacle, defined ‘not a collection of images but a social 

relation among people mediated by images’ (Debord 1970, 3).  Borrowing from 

the Situationists, Bourriaud developed his notion of ‘relational art’ as ‘a set of 

artistic practices which take as their theoretical and practical point of departure 

the whole of human relations and their social context, rather than an 

independent and private space.’ (Bourriaud 1998/2002, 52)  His theory of 

‘relational aesthetics’ has been criticised for lacking a historical materialist 

perspective on aesthetics (Stob 2014) as well as failing to account for artwork that 

exposes what is suppressed in the relationships between art and society. (Bishop 

2004) 

 

Bishop’s argument of ‘a return to the social’ is true to the extent that artistic 

autonomy and the heteronomy of aesthetic judgements are two interwoven 

assumptions throughout history of Western art.  Or, as Peter Osborne points out, 

autonomy is primarily concerned with negative freedom—autonomy from other 

extra-aesthetic determinations. (Osborne 2012)   Such dialectics show that the 

over-simplistic assumption of art separated from society and politics fallacious.  

Therefore, the notion of a ‘return to the social’ describes a tendency in the 

development of art’s content rather than supplying an epistemology of art.  By 

taking into account ‘extra-aesthetic’ factors such as social and cultural contexts — 
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like Bishop, a more complex rather than binary understanding can be obtained in 

the inter-relationship between art and society. 

 

Indeed, considering the ‘shifting landscape’ raised by Becker, the social role of 

artists and thus their relation to the society have always been changing with the 

times.  For example, sociologist Janet Wolff pointed out in her book The Social 

Production of Art (1981) that the introduction of capitalism shifted the mode of 

artistic production from communal practice to individual practice, resulting in 

the production of the individual ‘artistic genius’.  From her neo-Marxist point of 

view, it is aesthetic autonomy that allows viewers to interpret the artwork they 

consume and hence the ‘potential transformative power’ of art.  (Wolff 1981)  

Other than capitalism, Will Bradley also discusses the changing role of artists in 

the ‘uneven rise’ of ‘urbanism, secularism, republicanism and democratic 

citizenship’ in 18th and 19th century Europe in his co-edited book Art and Social 

Change: A Critical Reader.  Lucy R Lippard, in her essay ‘Trojan Horses: Activist 

Art and Power,’ suggests that we distinguish ‘socially involved’ activist art from 

‘socially concerned’ [emphasis in original] political art.  Other than exterior 

factors, she also traces the root of activist art to artists’ subversive reactions 

against prevalent minimal art and conceptual art in the late 1960s American 

mainstream art scene. (Lippard 19984)  In this way, if we are to study the ‘social 

turn’ in contemporary art, an examination of its social, cultural as well as artistic 

contexts are indispensable, especially if we are to engage in a process of 

translating these ‘Western’ notions to our situation in Hong Kong. 

 

Besides the surging artistic interest in ‘collectivity, collaboration, and direct 

engagement with specific social constituencies’ (Bishop 2006, 178), artist 

involvement in social activism is also an area that has attracted research 

interests.  Art-making for political causes is nothing new: the Trojan Horse in 

ancient Greece as suggested by Lippard, carnivals and clowning, satire, puppet 

theatre, mural, music, etc are obvious historical examples of creative practices 

that have been employed for socio-political ends.  Since the so-called ‘social turn’, 

much research interest has revolved around ‘cultural activism’—a term vaguely 

describing a range of cultural practices in campaigns or direct actions for political 
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or social change28.  The publication of do-it-yourself handbooks or manuals and 

websites that compile and examine the principles, theories and tactics of cultural 

activism have mushroomed over the last decade.   

 

These publications are mostly practice-driven and celebratory rather than 

critically reviewing the creative practices of activism and the underlying concepts.  

Cultural activism, as observed by Gavin Grindon, is often associated with a 

‘proliferation of neologisms’ including activist-art, art-activism, culture-jamming, 

interventionism, etc and cultural activists often position themselves as heirs of 

the artist avantgarde from Dada and Surrealism to the Situationists. (Grindon 

2011, 21)  For example, as performance activist Jennifer Verson discussed in a 

popular handbook edited by The Trapese Collective29, cultural activism is ‘where 

art, activism, performance and politics meet, mingle and interact’ and ‘an 

important way to question the dominant ways of seeing things and present 

alternative views of the world.’ (Verson 2007, 172-173)   The concepts of cultural 

activism draw from the counter-hegemonic traits of Marxism, the Critical Theory 

of the Frankfurt School, post-structuralism and post-modernism. (Leistyna 

2008)  The idea of ‘art for social change’ is more than a rebellion against the long 

established myth of aesthetic autonomy, but also implies a belief in ideal 

humanity, social equality and progressivism.  While socially engaged artists are 

critical of cultural hegemony in their activism, how critical are they in reviewing 

their own practices and the concepts underlying it? 

 

 

1.3  Performative Turn: from Utterance to Identity Politics 

 

Meanwhile, discussions of ‘performance’ have grown increasingly commonplace 

in the last few decades.  Roselee Goldberg, who pioneered research on 

performance art, traces the history of experimental performances back to 

Futurism, Constructivism, Dada, Surrealism, happenings, avant-garde dance and 
                                                 
28 ‘Direct action’ broadly refers to collective action participated by protesters to make social changes 
instead of using a representative approach. 
29 The Trapese Collective is a ‘popular education collective’ based in UK, formed by Alice Culter, 
Kim Bryan and Paul Chatterton, established in 2004.  ‘Trapese' stands for ‘Taking Radical Action 
through Popular Education and Sustainable Everything!’ and they published Do It Yourself: A 
Handbook for Changing Our World with Pluto Press in 2007. source: 
http://trapese.clearerchannel.org/, accessed June 2016 
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theatre in her groundbreaking book Performance: Live Art, 1909 to the Present 

(1979)30.  The avant-garde traditions of performance art make it ‘anti-

establishment,’ ‘unconventional’ and give it an ‘assaultive interventionist’ stance. 

(Stern & Henderson 1993:6)  On one hand, the direct and immediate (and 

sometimes confronting) nature of performance art makes the art form 

challenging and thus marginalised by the mainstream.  On the other hand, 

performances also appeal to audiences with unorthodox presentations and thus 

captivate and engage them through direct (and participatory) experience. 

 

‘Performance art’ as an art form, defined by Goldberg, has been ‘accepted as a 

medium of artistic expression in its own right’ since the 1970s (Goldberg 2001, 7).  

It ‘defies precise or easy definition beyond the simple declaration that it is live art 

by artists, and this still holds, although each emerging performance artist, and 

each new writer on performance, inevitably expands the scope of that definition’ 

(Goldberg, 1998, 12).  ‘Performance’s only life is in the present’ — the ontology of 

performance,’ as suggests by Peggy Phelan, and is grounded on presence and 

disappearance, the non-reproducibility of work, and performer-spectator 

interaction. (Phelan 1993, 146-166)  This slippery and elusive disappearance, 

premised upon an ontological foundation of disappearance makes performance 

art unorthodox and marginalised, and at the same time, constitutes a sense of 

novelty that attracts cooptation into institutions.  ‘Performance’ has become a fad 

among art museums and galleries where a proliferation of retrospective 

exhibitions of veteran performance artists and performance programs have been 

seen over the past decade. (wen yau 2015, 138)  The so-called ‘performance turn’ 

gives ample evidence for institutional interest in co-opting the marginalised art 

form into the establishment.  The triennial ‘Inward Gazes Inward Gazes: 

Documentaries of Chinese Performance Art’ organised by Macao Museum of Art 

since 2005 has also attempted to legitimise practices of this ‘underground’ art 

                                                 
30 The book was first published in 1979, and the later editions have been renamed Performance Art: 
From Futurism to the Present (1988/2001/2011) with some revised contents.  Goldberg also 
published another book Performance: Live Art Since the 60s (1998/2004). 
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form31 with the disputable agenda of ‘Chinese’ identity-building among the cross-

strait four regions (wen yau 2013, 143)  This fixation with ‘performance’ among 

fine art institutions is an interesting case to consider while we remain on the 

subject of socially-engaged art and its exodus away from galleries and white cube 

spaces. 

 

Indeed, there also appears to be a ‘performative turn’ in the academic field of 

humanities and social science.  The notion of ‘performative’ was first introduced 

by philosopher John Langshaw Austin in his lectures at Harvard University in 

1955 which was later published in his landmark book of the same title: How To 

Do Things with Words (1962).  Exemplified by wedding vows or a will, 

‘performatives’ denote an utterance that implies a ‘speech-act’: an utterance being 

a form of action, rather than a verbal description.  At the same time, sociologist 

Erving Goffman’s The Presentation of the Self in Everyday Life (1956/1959)32 is 

also a seminal work that uses the metaphor of theatrical performances to study 

how people are presenting themselves by attending to their own appearance and 

manner in social interactions.   

 

The notion of ‘performativity’ has been further elaborated upon by successors 

such as anthropologist Victor Turner.  Turner studies ‘drama’ outside the theater, 

and use it as a metaphor for transformative social processes.  In his studies of 

social actions as ritual performance, he first coined the term ‘social dramas’ to 

study social process of conflicts.  ‘Social dramas’ refer to ‘units of harmonic or 

disharmony process, arising in conflict situations’ (Turner 1974, 37) and consists 

of four stages: breach, crisis, repressive action and reintegration.  His dramatic 

approach to anthropology converged with Richard Schechner, theatre director 

and one of the pioneering founders of performance studies since the 1960s, and 

culminated in their joint efforts at using a theatrical framework to study 

ritualistic social processes in the 1970s and 1980s.  Their shared notion of seeing 

                                                 
31 Between 1999 and 2000, there was a big controversy in Mainland China regarding some work of 
performance art with nudity and ethically challenging scenes.  An official paper Notice on 
Resolutely Stopping Performance or Display of Bloody, Violent and Obscene Scenes in the Name 
of Art (關於堅決制止以「藝術」的名義表演或展示血腥殘暴淫穢場面的通知) was issued in April 
2001 by the Ministry of Culture of PRC.  The practice of performance art has since then been 
suppressed in Mainland China. (Fok, 2010:28; Fok, 2013:9) 
32 The book was originally published by University of Edinburgh, UK in 1956 and then by Anchor 
Books, USA in 1959. 
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actions ‘as if’ performances rather than ‘is’, and their uses of performance as a 

lens to analyse human acts as ‘restored behaviour’ (Schechner 1985, 33) offer a 

definitive framework for the field of performance studies.   

 

Such framework gives shape to further theorization pertaining to the concept of 

performativity.  Basing on Austin’s concept of ‘performativity’ and theories of 

psychoanalysis, Judith Butler puts forward the notion that gender identity is 

‘performatively constructed’ through citation and reiteration of a set of norms 

(Butler 1990/1999, 33).  Given that normative acts reinforce gender stereotypes, 

drag or cross-dressing as a subversive imitation of gender can also serve as an 

intervention that performatively parodises and destabilises hegemonic norms.   

Butler suggests that performance itself has constitutive powers as gender identity 

is being performed rather than something that is fixed.   Or, as Elin Diamond 

puts it, to study performance is ‘to become aware of performance itself as a 

contested space, where meanings and desires are generated, occluded, and of 

course multiply interpreted.’ (Diamond 1996, 4)  

 

In such a ‘performative turn,’ performance has often been used as a lens to study 

social processes or cultural practices.  In the instance of activism, ‘theatre’ or 

‘stage’ have often been used as an analogy or metaphor to aid in the scrutiny of 

certain situations.  For example, in her unique study of Hong Kong activism from 

a performative perspective, Agnes Shuk-mei Ku draws on Turner’s concept of 

ritual performance and uses the concept of ‘Political Theatre’ to analyse Hong 

Kong’s social movement in 2002-2003 against a proposed state security law 

(Article 23). (Ku 2007)  By juxtaposing the ‘power of the people’ vis-à-vis power 

of the state, Ku adapts a protagonist-antagonist dramatic metaphor for struggles 

between institutions and the people.  The use of this metaphor makes a mental 

connection between two ideas by drawing to their similarities, and helps explain 

abstract or new ideas in a familiar way.  However, it may also overlook the 

actuality of the issues -- for example, performativity or the very nature of 

performance itself, its ontology of presence, as well as neglecting performer-

spectator interactions that are not described by the metaphor. 
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While the ‘outsider’ approach, as quoted by Bert O States from Schechner’s 

theories, tends to apply performance theory disciplines outside of art (States 

2001, 66), there is also the ‘insider’ approach which is more concerned with 

artistic performance itself.  My own research on Hong Kong performance art 

chronicles practice of the art form, parallel to subject matters of work involved 

from an art-historical perspective33.   The Macao Museum of Art also intends to 

historicise performance art through the Inward Gazes exhibitions in art 

context34.  Carolyn Cartier also investigates the emergence of ‘alternative 

performance art’ and ‘art action’ in relation to the production of urban spaces and 

identity building through memories and experience-making in post-colonial 

times. (Cartier 2010)  Besides, there has also been sporadic research into 

performance art in Hong Kong, focusing on specific agendas such as body, 

identity and gender.35  The agenda or topic-based approach tends to take for 

granted performance as an artistic medium akin to conventional art forms like 

painting and sculpture.  In most research or publications, performativity, 

presence and interaction with spectators are seldom discussed, while the growing 

use of artists’ performance in their socially engaged work or activism in Hong 

Kong has been left relatively unexplored. 

 

Considering the political turn in Hong Kong, the social turn and performative 

turn in art practices, Hong Kong is experiencing a transformative time in which 

performance plays a significant role in the negotiation and presentation of one’s 

post-colonial identity.  Conversely, by regarding artist participation in activism as 

‘performance’, I suggest examining these transformative social processes through 

a consideration of performance’s ontology.  Instead of merely imposing a 

dramatic metaphor, I seek to delve into the aesthetics of these performances per 

                                                 
33 See Footnote 18. 
34 In the first edition of the Inward Gazes exhibition in 2005, a set of 3 catalogues were published.  
Other than the 2 books about the invitational exhibition and the one showing works selected from 
open call for submission, the book titled Documents about Chinese Performance Art publishing 
essays on and chronologies of performance art in the ‘cross-straits two regions’ (Mainland China, 
Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macao respectively) as well as selected related documentation.  In the next 
few editions, the Museum also collaborated with Asia Art Archive and presented some archival 
materials in the documentation section in the Inward Gazes exhibition. 
35 For example, Anthony Leung Po Shan was another writer who researched topics of body, gender 
and identity in Hong Kong performance art before shifting her focus to artistic labour.  Her most 
recent publication on Hong Kong performance art is ‘Diverse Interpretations of Performance Art in 
Hong Kong.’ Inward Gazes: Documents about Chinese Performance Art. Macao Museum of Art, 
2006. (see Footnote 32 for further details about the Inward Gazes exhibition.) 
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se, and investigate the cultural implications of these performative practices.  

Juxtaposing the threefold meanings of artists’ performative actions in activism 

allows us not only to view them as artistic practices, but also to contextualise 

them in a wider cultural and social-political situation.  Using an 

autoethnographic methodology, this thesis focuses on the Umbrella Movement in 

2014 in Hong Kong.  With the critical lens of performance studies, I believe that a 

close examination of my own embodied knowledge, as well as that of others, can 

provide us with a vivid account of Hong Kong’s recent history.  

 

 

1.4  Framing the Research 

 

Before setting off to the journey of my research, I shall define some terms that 

will be used throughout this thesis.  First and foremost, performance is the 

keyword that runs through the whole thesis.  Other than entertainment, 

‘performance’ is a term that appears to include all kinds of human or non-human 

activities.  Or as suggested by Jon McKenzie, it involves ‘efficacy’ in relation to its 

cultural, organisational, and technological dimensions (McKenzie 2001).  From a 

cultural perspective, performance can be viewed as ‘all the activity of a given 

participant on a given occasion which serves to influence in any way any of the 

other participants’ (Goffman 1956, 8) in the context of everyday life.  

‘Performance art’ as an art form, defined by Goldberg, is ‘accepted as a medium of 

artistic expression in its own right’ since the 1970s (Goldberg 2001, 7) and ‘defies 

precise or easy definition beyond the simple declaration that it is live art by 

artists, and this still holds, although each emerging performance artist, and each 

new writer on performance, inevitably expands the scope of that definition’ 

(Goldberg 1998, 12). 

 

Richard Schechner’s notion of performance gives a tentative framework of 

studying the field.  According to Schechner, a pioneer of performance studies, 

performance implies actions: ‘to perform’ can be related to ‘being’ (existence), 

‘doing’ (activity of all that exists), ‘showing doing’ (performing) and ‘explaining 

showing doing’ (consciousness and reflexivity) (Schechner 2002, 22).  In the 

context of the arts, a performance can be understood as a series of actions which 
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finds an artist’s physical existence in his/her work, doing and showing his/her 

activities with consciousness and the reflexivity of such existence.  Also, 

Schechner’s notion of studying something ‘as’ performance instead of ‘is’ 

performance not only breaks the boundaries of definition, but also opens up the 

possibilities of shaping or mapping the complex relationship of performance 

genres, performative behaviours, and performance activities that are often 

blended into each other (Schechner 2002, 42).  However, as discussed above, I 

am cautious that the ‘as’ epistemology of performance may overlook the very 

nature of performance itself.  Also, from Schechner’s perspective, everything can 

be viewed ‘as’ a performance.  The ‘performative’ or ‘non-performative’ natures of 

a behaviour then lie in the interpretation and constructedness of such discourse.    

The problematic of the ‘as/is’ epistemology as well as the constructedness of the 

‘performative’ will be further investigated in the next Chapter discussing the 

conceptual and methodological framework of ‘performance.’ 

 

Further to the previous discussion, performativity is another keyword to be 

defined.  In his book Performance: A Critical Introduction, Marvin A Carlson 

offers an alternative account of the development of experimental performance or 

performance art.  By quoting Jean Ater's theory of two co-existing functions of 

performance, which are, referential and performant, Carlson discusses the 

‘performance turn’ found in modern theatre, which shifts its focus from the script 

to direct physical experience and presence of performance.  The referential 

function takes a play as a written object, whereas the performant function 

concerns how a play can be performed through different contextualisations (what 

makes an event on stage performative, etc.).  The performant function is 

especially a useful reminder of locating performances in different contexts, or 

from a broader perspective and the performativity involved in these contexts.  

McKenzie also views performance from an organizational perspective.  His study 

leads to the notion of ‘efficacy’ of performance, or performativity, that is, the 

qualities of an activity ‘as’ a performance.  McKenzie’s performativity is different 

from Butler who focuses more on the social construction of identity.  

 

Referencing the notion of performativity, I intend to open up my field of study to 

a wider range of art activities by using the framework of ‘performative 
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practice’ instead of aesthetic performance or ‘performance art’.  By ‘practice’ I 

refer to the signifying process in which artists are adapting a broad range of 

concepts such as body, movement, presence and role-playing to a local context.  A 

‘practice’, in general, refers to an action or a way of doing things regularly as a 

habit, tradition, or custom.  It also denotes ‘repeated exercise in or performance 

of an activity or skill so as to acquire or maintain proficiency in it.’36  By 

investigating ‘performative practice’ as a signifying process in which Hong Kong 

artists are making sense or constructing meaning of their activities, I intend to 

emphasise the process of their identity construction through the enactment of 

their consciousness and reflexive actions in a performance.  To delimit my 

research, I focus mainly on practices of contemporary art and visual artists and 

non-theatrical projects that deploy street politics. 

 

Identity, in general, refers to a characteristic of an individual, or a group.  It also 

involves how one sees the sameness and differences that cause one to identify 

with others in a personal and social way.  The notion of identity comprises the 

self, subjectivity, etc.  In modern times, identity is viewed as fluid and dynamic 

rather than fixed.  Butler’s theory of gender performativity also significantly 

challenges the idea of identity which is now seen as a social construct rather than 

naturally inherited.  I also refer to Stuart Hall’s theory which see cultural identity 

as a ‘“moveable feast”: formed and transformed continuously in relation to the 

ways we are represented or addressed in the cultural systems which surround us.’ 

(Hall 1992, 277)  From this, the performativity of one’s identity lies in an on-

going process of formation and transformation.  Therefore, instead of making a 

discourse analysis of postcolonial identity which is not fixed, this thesis intends to 

focus on performative practices and the performativity of artists and their activist 

counterparts throughout the Umbrella Movement. 

 

Last but not least, activism is the axis of this thesis.  As discussed above, the rise 

of social practice in contemporary art has brought about attention to cultural 

activism.  In the following chapters, I borrow the term ‘tactic’ from Michel de 

Certeau to denote the techniques used by artists in their activist projects. In de 

                                                 
36 Oxford Dictionary, http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/english/practice, accessed 
December 2017 
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Certeau’s theory, ‘tactics’ are opposed to the ‘strategy’ that is used by the 

authorities to accomplish their objectives.  As opposed to totalizing ‘strategies’, 

‘tactics’ refer to actions that aims to resist and destablise the cultural hegemony 

by constant reassessment and correction. (De Certeau 1984) 

 

In the next few chapters, I seek to further discuss the notion of ‘performance’: as 

a theoretical concept, as both creative and research methodologies, as tactic of 

resistance and identity construction, and as a means of critical negotiation among 

these complex ideas.  While this chapter sets the stage with a conceptual 

framework, Chapter 2 will discuss the methodology of ‘performative 

autoethnography’ that I have developed in my research.  By including my 

personal reflections, I am advocating a mutualistic and intersubjective research 

methodology that is concordant with the performative practices of activism being 

studied.  Chapters 3 and 4 comprise of my observations, reflections upon and 

interpretation of a number of selected activist projects that have inspired me 

during the Umbrella Movement.  The last chapter will conclude with the cultural 

implications of these artists’ performance practices as found in the Movement. 



(This page is intentionally left blank.) 



2. 
In Search of a Research Methodology  

for Art and Activism: 

Performative Autoethnography 

 

 
(‘I am a spy who collects information, sometimes for the institutions, sometimes for my 
fellow artists.’ photo by Cheung Chi Wai, courtesy of Asia Art Archive) 

 

At a symposium on performance art practice and documentation in Asia1, I wore, 

around my neck, all the ‘artist’ and ‘researcher’ name badges that I had collected 

from the various performance art festivals, conferences and other events that I 

had presented at.  I told a joke that I often made about myself when being asked 

about what I was actually doing: ‘I am a spy who collects information, sometimes 

for the institutions, sometimes for my fellow artists.’  To my fellow artists, I am a 

researcher who attempts to bridge the gap between a marginalised minority 

group engaged in performance art and a research institution that I have been 

                                                 
1 Action Script: Symposium on Performance Art Practice and Documentation in Asia, co-
presented by Asia Art Archive and Community Cultural Development Centre, Hong Kong, 21-25 
October 2010.  I organised this symposium when working at Asia Art Archive, and presented a 
paper titled ‘Artist, Researcher and Something In-between’ to the panel ‘The Challenge of Archiving 
Performance Art’ on the first day, discussing my practice-led approach and the challenges faced in 
researching the practice of performance art as an artist/researcher. 
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working for.  To institutions, my practice-led, interdisciplinary and ethnographic 

approaches to research may seem slightly deviant, especially when placed against 

conventional practices that stress objectivity, validity and neutrality. Nevertheless, 

the inclusion of such research could mean openness to new possibilities, 

openness to the subaltern Other.2   

 

In recent years, my struggles have intensified as I have become more involved in 

art and activist activities.  In activism, I understand that I can never claim to be 

‘neutral’ or ‘unbiased’ politically.  My personal involvement and identity as an 

artist/researcher have offered me embodied knowledge of the field I am working 

in, and my day-to-day work can be considered as ‘ethnographic study.’  However, 

my practices of performance and art activism at the same time also make me 

aware of the dilemma between (re)presenting the embodied actions in the very 

location of resistance and writing the text or showing documentation off-site 

afterwards.  The cultural politics of representation seems to be an inevitable and 

unresolved problem inherited in academic research.  Is there a research 

methodology that can possibly address such cultural politics of representation, 

and construct knowledge of the field basing on one’s own embodied, reflexive and 

performative experience at the same time?  Given that my research concerns the 

performative practices in which artists challenge the status quo and strive for 

sociopolitical change, is there a methodology compatible with the means and 

ends of activism being studied?  Can the notion of ‘performance’ per se or 

performative practice be used as a research tool, as a theoretical concept, as both 

creative and research methodology, as a tactic of resistance and identity building?  

In my enquiry into performance as a means of negotiating and presenting one’s 

post-colonial identity in the fields of art and activism, I am proposing a practice-

led research methodology that both employs and reviews performative practices 

and ethnographic approaches in a reflexive way. 

  

 

                                                 
2 Coined by Antonio Gramsci in his Prison Notebooks (written between 1929 and 1935 when he was 
imprisoned by the Italian Fascist) on cultural hegemony, the term ‘subaltern’ refers to the classes or 
groups which are excluded by the establishment and/or the ruling classes.  This term has since been 
widely used in postcolonial studies later on because of the Subaltern Studies Group led by Ranajit 
Guha in India in early 1980s.  The term is salient to me because I am interested in performative 
practices that are overlooked by the scriptocentric archive (also see discussion about Diana Taylor’s 
work The Archive and the Repertoire in Section 2.5). It would also bear remembering that critical 
studies of Hong Kong culture have often been downplayed by authority throughout colonial and 
post-Handover times. 
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2.1  Interpretive Turn in Ethnography 

 

As a research methodology, ethnography has a close tie with anthropology.  

According to Han F. Vermeulen, who traces the history of anthropological 

theories and practices in Europe and Asia, ethnography was one of the roots of 

sociocultural anthropology in the 18th century during the German Enlightenment 

before being developed as a separate academic discipline by historian Gerhard 

Friedrich Müller.  With Müller’s background of working as historiographer for 

the Russian Empire, ethnography was then established as a study of ‘systematic 

and comprehensive description of peoples that allowed for a comparative 

analysis’ in the context of colonialism. (Vermeulen 2015, 199)  Practices of 

anthropology and ethnography, then, served to obtain information about people 

living in distant territories for colonial administration rule and control.  

Researchers traveled to ‘unexplored’ fields to study people’s lives, to collect data 

through immersed fieldwork among the respondents, which would then be 

interpreted.  It is no surprise that this methodology would become the subject of 

critique during and after decolonization. 

 

In contrast to conventional researchers who follow the rule of positivistic 

detachment or objectivity, interpretive ethnographers believe that research 

knowledge is co-constructed through interactions within the community being 

studied and thus co-generated with research participants.  Anthropologist 

Clifford Geertz sees ethnography as an ‘elaborate venture’ (Geertz 1973, 6) in 

which the researcher is faced with a ‘multiplicity of complex conceptual 

structures’ (ibid, 10) and his/her constructions is ‘of other people’s constructions 

of what they and their compatriots are up to.’ (ibid, 9)  In his influential book The 

Interpretation of Cultures (1973), Geertz suggests that ethnographers make ‘thick 

descriptions‘ — a term borrowed from language philosopher Gilbert Ryle — of the 

field being studied so as to contextualise its culture.  His notion of studying 

culture as ‘interworked systems of construable signs’ (ibid, 14) also demands that 

ethnographers uncover how knowledge is being constructed within conceptual 

structures and that they remain reflexive towards their own research process.  

This semiotic approach inevitably focuses on symbolic forms such as words, 

images and action and their discursive meaning.  It also fails to think through the 

ways in which the researcher-subject power relationship impinges upon 

knowledge construction and interpretation. 
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There is also a type of critical ethnography which stresses reflexivity of the 

researchers’ roles, and questions the researchers’ meaning-making process.  In 

her book Critical Ethnography: Method, Ethics and Performance (2005), D. 

Soyini Madison emphasises ‘positionality’, ‘dialogue/Otherness’ and 

‘theory/method’ as three important aspects of critical ethnography.  Positionality 

requires researchers’ acknowledgement of their own power, privilege and biases 

in the power relations with the research subjects, whereas open and ongoing 

dialogues with the Other implies ‘the living communion of a felt-sensing, 

embodied interplay and engagement between human beings.’ (Madison 2005, 9)  

By thinking of ‘ethnography as critical theory in action’ [emphasis in the 

original], Madison sees theory ‘as a mode of interpretation’ and critical 

ethnography as a performance of this method at the nexus of method and theory. 

(ibid, 12-13)  By questioning and reflecting upon the ethnographers’ role in the 

process of knowledge-making, Madison affirms that ‘the critical ethnographer 

contributes to emancipatory knowledge and discourses of social justice.’ (ibid, 5)  

In this sense, critical ethnography is not only a critique of the established 

knowledge-making system. The research itself, as practice, is a form of embodied 

action situated within and against established power relationships.  Madison’s 

ideas of critical ethnography offer not only a conceptual but also practical 

framework for research.  
 

Madison’s notion of deep and on-going engagement with the research subjects 

suggests the influence of her mentor Dwight Conquergood.  Basing his ideas on 

Frederick Douglass’ proposal for ‘an experiential, participatory epistemology’ in 

field research, Conquergood’s notion of ‘co-performative witnessing’ calls 

for more engaged and committed interaction between the ethnographer and the 

research subjects than in conventional participant-observation approaches.  ‘Co-

performative witnessing’ is more than ‘an acknowledgment and subversion of the 

soundscapes of power within which the ruling classes typically are listened to 

while the subordinate classes listen in silence.’ (Conquergood 2002, 149)  It also 

challenges and exposes the hegemony of scriptocentrism or textocentrism in 

which researchers, scholars, colonialists, imperialists and those in power rely on 

text as a superior means to interpret and construct knowledge of the silenced 

subaltern groups.  Conquergood thus advocates using performance studies as a 

‘radical intervention’ in such asymmetrical power relations and suggests 
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embracing a hybrid work of both written scholarship as well as creative work and 

performances in conducting ethnography.   Throughout his career as an 

ethnographer, Conquergood had been working with marginalised social groups, 

such as refugees in northeastern Thailand and the Gaza Strips and street gangs in 

North Side Chicago, studied the performance ritual of the death penalty and 

produced documentary films as well as educational theatre for and with subaltern 

counter-republics.  Through ‘co-performative witnessing,’ a coeval and embodied 

experience of feeling and sensing is shared by the researcher and the 

ethnographic interlocutors.  Both the researcher and the interlocutors are 

engaged in a dialogic performance, which is not script-bound, and also comprises 

body-to-body and sense-to-sense dynamics at the very location of subaltern 

struggle.  As the ethnographer takes a humble and silent role witnessing the 

dialogic performance, the notion of co-performativity embodies mutual 

understanding and development of inter-subjectivity among members of the 

community through on-going exchanges and action in situ. 

 

Conquergood’s notion of ‘co-performative witnessing’ inspires me a lot in several 

ways.  His emphasis on non-textual communication among people resonates with 

my own personal experience as an artist and performer.   Non-verbal means such 

as using body movement and visual images often help express ineffable and 

abstract feelings that are unspeakable or cannot be expressed through language.  

As pointed out by Conquergood, the hegemony of scriptocentrism or 

textocentrism stems from the traditions of Western epistemology that privileges 

mind over body, mental abstraction and rational thought over sensual 

experience, bodily sensations and passions. (Conquergood 1991, 180)  Embodied 

practices and sensuous ways of knowing, therefore, are stressed by critical 

ethnographers as a way to address and counter this hierarchy in the process of 

knowledge making, especially among subordinate or peripheral communities.   

 

Feminist anthropologist Ruth Behar champions intertwining personal witnessing 

with one’s sentiments in anthropology.  By engaging in this form of ‘vulnerable 

writing’, Behar instigates a shift in the practice of ‘native anthropology’.  In native 

anthropology, the researcher has personal engagement with the field of study: 

‘the shift towards viewing identification, rather difference as the key defining 

image of our theory and practice.’ (Behar 1996, 165)  Her book The Vulnerable 

Observer: Anthropology That Breaks Your Heart (1996) exemplifies a subjective 
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approach in telling personalised, emotionally involved stories of the research 

subjects.  For example, she shows her immense sorrow and ambivalence about 

leaving her dying grandfather in Miami Beach while studying rituals of death in 

Santa María del Monte in Northern Spain.  She discusses her personal 

relationship with an anthropological subject, a young lady undergoing 

hysterectomy.  This recalls the same experience faced by her mother and her 

regret for her ignorance when convincing her mother to go through with an 

unnecessary operation.  She also wrote a memoir of her injured leg that 

symbolised her diasporic condition as a Jewish-Cuban living in the USA.  The 

intimate and emotion-loaded account of the ethnographic subjects is more than a 

form of solipsism, sensationalism or melodrama.  Her ‘vulnerable writing’ not 

only ‘desegregates the boundaries between self and other’, but also lets us as 

ethnographers ‘stand on the same plane with our subjects’ (ibid, 23-28) through 

both intellectual and emotional engagement with them.  This shift towards 

identification, which compensates for the ‘classical dichotomies of Self and Other, 

Subject and Object, the West and the Rest’ (ibid, 165) stemming from Cartesian 

dualism, is in accord with Conquergood’s critique of scriptocentric epistemology.  

By bringing the past to the present and bridging the readers to the Other across 

the border, the ethnographer’s self-reflective ‘vulnerable writing’ facilitates 

‘intersubjective and self-self relation’ (ibid, 165) between the researcher and the 

interlocutors that goes beyond simple dichotomies.  I find this particularly helpful 

in developing a 'co-performative' research when working with other fellow artists, 

since I find that emotion often takes a significant role in expressing oneself and 

even in mobilising others. 

 

 

2.2  Performance of Intersubjectivity 

 

Intersubjectivity, developed between the ethnographer and his/her 

interlocutors through ‘co-performative witnessing’ is another key concept of 

Conquergood that I find inspiring and comparable to my own creative and 

research experience.  Intersubjectivity refers to shared meanings co-constructed 

through people’s interactions with each other.  Jürgen Habermas envisaged that 

‘intersubjectivity of mutual understanding’ is generated by means of language 

and communicative rationality. (Habermas 1969/1987, 1981/84)   

Phenomenology sees interactions as being more than communicative rationality.  
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Conquergood’s emphasis on perception-based, coeval and embodied experience 

can be traced to phenomenology and Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s theory which 

attempts to dissolve the Cartesian subject.  Merleau-Ponty first introduces the 

term ‘intercorporeality’ in his essay ‘The Philosopher and His Shadow’ discussing 

Edmund Husserl, the founder of phenomenology.  He describes the coexistence 

or compresence of two people, when shaking hands, are ‘like organs of one single 

intercorporeality.’  (Merleau-Ponty 1964/1977, 168)  Intercorporeality can be 

likened to ensemble work in a co-performance which emphasises intersubjective 

experience among the involved players or interlocutors in the research. 

 

Feminist art historian Amelia Jones compares G W F Hegel, Jean-Paul Sartre and 

Erving Goffman with Merleau-Ponty in her theory of body art.  For Jones, 

Merleau-Ponty conceptualises ‘intersubjectivity as imbricated rather than 

oppositional’, ‘the self/other as reciprocal’ rather than being ‘structured by 

conflict’ and that it implicates simultaneous subject/objectification rather than 

‘oscillating positionalities.’ (Jones 1998, 40)  Such a notion of intertwining, 

reciprocal, simultaneous embodied intersubjectivity seems to give a reversible, 

balanced and cohered formulation of self and the Other.  However, as Jones 

extends her feminist critique to phenomenology, such a self/other relation tends 

to ignore the sexual differences and gender asymmetry that are constituted by 

natural and social factors addressed by theorists such as Judith Butler, Luce 

Irigaray and Simone de Beauvoir.  Jones’ theory on intersubjectivity is built upon 

her analysis of aesthetic performance — or ‘body art’ as she names it — of 

contemporary artists, and therefore may not be totally applicable to the 

intersubjectivity in ethnography.  Nevertheless, her awareness of unequal status 

and uneven power relations in gender is a cautious reminder of the gendered 

presuppositions involved in performing ‘intersubjectivity’ between the self and 

the Other. 

 

In his book Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (1983), 

Johannes Fabian presents an epistemological critique of anthropologic discourse.  

Intersubjectivity, for Fabian involves coevalness and cotemporality in the 

interaction between the researcher and their subjects.  However, in 

anthropological writing, the subjects are often placed in another temporal frame 

that is distanced from the writer and readers.  He suggests taking a 

communicative approach in ethnography where the ethnographer enters the 
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cotemporal and intersubjective time shared by oneself and the interlocutors.  

Later, in another article ‘Ethnography and Intersubjectivity: Loose Ends’ (2014), 

Fabian further scrutinises the often ‘manipulative and deceptive’ process of 

communication in ethnographic research.  He insists that intersubjectivity also 

implies ‘selective emphasis, secretiveness, withholding information, and outright 

lying’ rather than genuine exchange.  Instead of reducing ethnography to a form 

of cooperative fieldwork, one should acknowledge that, in the coeval process of 

co-producing knowledge, ‘ethnographic research involves confrontation, a 

struggle for recognition.’ (Fabian 2014, 206-207)  Basing his reflections on Dell 

Hymes’ advocacy of ‘ethnography of communication’ (1964) which relies on 

speech in discourse analysis, Fabian suggests ‘a step from communicative to 

performative ethnography’ (ibid, 204), a shift from ‘language as a system of signs’ 

to language as ‘interpersonal acts and modes of communication’ in anthropology.  

Fabian’s critique of the discrepancy between the coevalness and cotemporality of 

ethnographic fieldwork and ethnographic writing, which is textocentric and 

language-based, is illustrative of how difficult it is to cohere theory and practice 

in cultural anthropology.  His reminder of the complications involved in 

communicative interaction furnishes a key to the focal point of intersubjectivity 

in ethnography: it is the negotiation between the researcher and research subjects 

that makes the performativity of ethnographic process.  In other words, the 

performativity of ethnography relies not only on the use of language or script, but 

also coeval and embodied experiences shared by both the ethnographer and the 

interlocutors.  It involves the interplay of power between the researcher and the 

researched, and how knowledge and identity are being shaped in such a 

performative process.  

 

 

2.3  Anthropology of Performance 

 

Before looking into the performative process of ethnography, Anthropologist 

Victor Turner’s compilation of cultural performance, social performance and 

social drama can be referenced at this point.  The term ‘cultural performance’ 

was first introduced by Milton Singer in his essay ‘The Cultural Pattern of Indian 

Civilization’ (1955) to denote an ‘unit of observation’ that has ‘a definitely limited 

time span at least a beginning, and an end, an organised program of activity, a set 

of performers, an audience, and a place and occasion of performance.’  Examples 
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of cultural performance include ‘plays, music concerts and lectures’ in cultural 

and artistic senses, as well as ‘prayers, ritual readings and recitations, rites and 

ceremonies, and festivals’ in religious sense. (Singer 1955, 27)  Later on, Turner 

refers to philosopher and educator John Dewey’s notion of art as experience as 

well as philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey’s distinction between mere ‘experience’ and 

‘an experience.’  He emphasises the notion of experience in his theory of 

‘anthropology of performance,’ and defines it as the moment when routinised 

mundane life is interrupted and consciously reflected upon.  (Turner 1986)  

When the ‘crystallised secretions of once living human experience’ is expressed, it 

moves from a personal reality to a shared one. (Turner 1982, 17)  In this sense, 

cultural performance expressing living experiences in an organised way and 

limited time span serves as a rupture of the routine of everyday life and 

stimulates critical reflection upon these experiences.  In other words, cultural 

performance is a reflective process of meaning-making for both the performers 

and the audience out of the mundane.   In this sense, artistic tactics such as 

intervention and situationist détournement that are often used by artists can be 

similarly regarded as cultural performances of a kind. 

 

Social performance and social drama are two other significant concepts which 

have been discussed briefly in the framing of research subjects in Turner’s theory.  

Social performance can be viewed, in Erving Goffman’s term, as the 

representation of oneself in ‘frontstage’ or ‘backstage’ role-playing in everyday 

life.  The normative role-playing that takes place in social performance is 

suspended when an eruption of ongoing social life, or social drama, takes place. 

(Turner 1985, 196)  The term ‘social dramas’, invented by Turner, refers to ‘units 

of aharmonic or disharmonic social process, arising in conflict situations.’ (ibid, 

180) and comprises four phases of public actions in conflict situations: breach, 

crisis, redressive action, and reintegration or schism.  Other than individual 

characters of the actors, it also entails the relations among them, and the power 

structure that inheres in their interactions. (Turner 1982, 9)  Turner later 

elaborates on the ritual process in the third stage redressive action, and co-

relates it with the ‘matricial mirror’ of aesthetic drama and social drama.  When 

discussing the reflective nature of cultural performance, Turner sees stage drama 

not only as entertainment but also as a ‘meta-commentary’ on ‘major social 

dramas of its social context.’  Social dramas and aesthetic dramas affect each 

other fluidly in an on-going and never-ending process.  Conceived by Turner in 
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collaboration with Richard Schechner, the relationship between social dramas 

and aesthetic dramas is depicted by an infinity symbol (∞), a mirrored closed 

circuit: the efficacious social and political action visible in social drama will turn 

into a virtual one in aesthetic drama; actual performance technique staged in 

aesthetic drama will turn into hidden ones in social drama.  The ‘circulatory or 

oscillatory process’ denotes the ‘mutual and incessant modification’ of social 

drama and stage drama. (Turner 1985, 300-301)  In this framework, social 

dramas and aesthetic dramas are mutualistic and symbiotic, as they feed upon 

and loop back upon each other ad infinitum.   

 

Thereby, Turner comes up with the idea ‘anthropology of performance’ which 

emphasises the study of social drama as the ‘empirical unit of social process’ in 

which we make sense out of our reflection upon different phases in crisis 

situations. (ibid, 199)  For Turner, cultural performance (including aesthetic 

drama) is generated from and ‘draw[s] meaning and force from the social drama,’ 

that is, a sequence of experience which significantly influences the form and 

function of cultural performative genres’ through imitation (mimesis) or 

assigning meaning to it from reflection. (ibid, 201)  Seeing ethnography as a 

performative process, the notion of social drama not only applies to the research 

subjects being studied, but also in the interaction between the researchers and 

the subjects.  This refers us back to Fabian’s reminder of the complexity of 

communication and thus negotiation between the ethnographer and the 

interlocutors in the research process.  Intersubjectivity in the practice of 

ethnography, therefore, is more than coeval and cotemporal interaction, but also 

the social drama that may surface during the process.  If the discrepancy between 

the coevalness and cotemporality of ethnographic fieldwork and writing, as 

criticised by Fabian, is an innate problem deriving from an asymmetrical power 

structure between the ethnographer and his subject of research, how can the 

conflicts and social drama engendered be redressed?  Following Turner’s 

oscillatory model of social and stage dramas, how does stage drama (or cultural 

performance in general) play a role in producing meaning and experience in the 

research process?  How can cultural performance complement and/or even 

become an alternative to the research output, that is, ethnographic writing as 

scholarly representation? 
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2.4  Performance as the Research Methodology 

 

Besides seeing ethnography as a performative process of negotiating the 

researcher-subjects power, I tend to view performance per se as a means of co-

constructing knowledge with research subjects, audience and performer.  The 

notion of ‘critical ethnography’ proposed by Madison, as discussed earlier, sees 

‘ethnography as critical theory in action’ (Madison 2005, 13; emphasis in 

original).  Performance ethnography, in her work, is not only about the shared 

experience of the researcher and the research subjects in social performance, but 

is also a staged cultural performance that the researcher creates based on the 

ethnographic data.  She comes up with the term ‘performance of possibilities’ to 

highlight the possible changes created by the staged performance of ethnographic 

findings.   The changes not only take place in ‘the subjects whose lives and words 

are being performed,’ but also in ‘the audience, who witnesses the performance’ 

as well as ‘the performers, who embody and enact the data.’ (Madison 2005:172)  

The performance of possibilities focuses on more than simply bringing subversive 

and subaltern voices into an ‘interrogative field’ that puts unjust systems and 

processes into question.  It also incites ‘actual engagement’ (ibid, 174), as the 

audience members in an intersubjective process are affected by the performance 

of subjects’ voices, enlightened and motivated to imagine and engage in possible 

actions.  Last but not least, the performers who represent the Other, silenced or 

contested identities are also engaged in ‘a value-laden construction of 

signification within a specific context.’ (ibid, 178)  Such representation requires 

us to bear moral responsibility for understanding the Other in relation to the 

body and cultural politics involved.  In the pursuit of artistic excellence, the 

performers also open up creative and cultural possibilities within a specific 

context. 

 

Madison’s idea of performance as ethnographic methodology inspires me in my 

dual role of artist/researcher.  Since Modern times, artists have been expected to 

be self-aware, and the practice of art-making as ideally self-reflective and critical.  

For example, in her discussion about ‘Artist as Researcher,’ Janneke Wesseling 

views artists as ‘autonomous creators’ who have ‘emancipated themselves from 

the classical tradition.’ and thus generate ‘critical discursivity’ on themselves and 

the art of others.  According to Wesseling, ‘[w]orks of art embody a meta-

element, a conceptual moment; the work of art is ‘aware’ of itself, of its own 
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position.’ (Wesseling 2011, 6)  Graeme Sullivan, another artist/researcher who 

champions art practice as research, attributes the ‘reflexive’ and ‘post-discipline’ 

nature of art practice to the making of transformative research.  The reflexive 

practices consist of ‘self-reflexive, reflective, dialogic and questioning’ forms of 

inquiry that inform each other in multi-layered and diverse ways, while ‘post-

discipline’ practices describe ‘research that takes place within and beyond 

existing discipline boundaries.’  (Sullivan 2004, 110-111)   

 

According to Sullivan, artistic research is a transformative practice: ‘knowledge 

creation in visual arts is recursive and constantly undergoes change as new 

experiences “talk back” through the process and progress of making art in 

research settings.’  Instead of relying on a prescribed body of knowledge, artists 

make ‘informed choices about creative purposes’ that ‘involve selecting, adapting, 

and constructing ways of working and ways of seeing,’ and thus have to ‘construct 

the tools of inquiry from an array of practices.’ (Sullivan 2004, 110-112)  The 

post-disciplinary nature of contemporary art requires the artists as researchers to 

open up to as well as to move within and beyond other disciplines, and to create 

new ways of seeing things.  So, from this perspective, the dual role of artist-

researcher makes artistic research different from others on the strength of its 

critical, dialogic, self-reflective and transformative nature.  However, in response 

to an ‘ethnographic turn’ in contemporary art practices, Hal Foster warned 

against the ‘pseudoethnographic role’ of the artist-researcher, who assumes 

ethnographic authority over the constructed ‘other’, behaviour that is particularly 

encouraged in the highly institutionalised setting of contemporary art. (Foster, 

1995)  The alterity here, as posited by Foster, may refer to an ideological one 

constructed during the research process.  I also see the risk of alterity in the 

creative process as the artist-researcher presumes the transformative nature of 

artistic research and justifies its constructedness in the hope of making ‘change’ 

through art-making.  At this point, how can we assure that the self-reflective 

quality of research remains a crucial ethical question to the practice of the artist-

researcher? 
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2.5  Research through Performative Practices 

 

Meanwhile, ‘practice as research’ has become an established method of inquiry in 

the study of art over the last few decades.  While practice-based research uses 

creative work as a form of research, practice-led research draws insights into the 

research topics from practices; the two terms are sometimes used 

interchangeably for their practice-oriented nature.  The theory/practice or 

qualitative/quantitative dualism, which follows from Cartesian tradition, has 

been prevalent in academic inquiry.  The emergence of practice-oriented research 

indicates a paradigm shift in the ontologies and epistemologies of the arts: 

creative practice, either as a basis of research or a prominent source of insight, is 

now being recognised as a means of inquiry and generating knowledge.  Out of 

the dualism of conventional quantitative and qualitative research methodologies, 

Brad Haseman proposes the notion of ‘performative research’ in which ‘findings 

are expressed in non-numeric data’ and ‘present as symbolic forms other than in 

the words of discursive text.’ (Haseman 2006, 102)  In such a ‘performative turn,’ 

performance as an embodied practice has also flourished as a field of research at 

a time when the creative processes in theatre, dance, film, video, digital media 

and performance studies are increasingly being researched. (Kershaw 2009, 105)  

Performance is not only a conceptual framework in which the researcher 

performs their ethnographic research as social performance.  It is also a vehicle 

for transforming and representing the research process, findings, and related 

concepts, as well as the relations of players such as the interlocutors, performers 

and the audience involved.  By using performance as a means of representation, 

performance ethnography is not only oriented to the practice of social 

performances, but also creates cultural performances.  In other words, the 

dialogical nature of performance ethnography is central to the research and 

facilitates reflection and transformation within and throughout the process of 

conceiving and staging work.  If the performative tactics employed in the 

Umbrella Movement are regarded as an ensemble of cultural performances, how 

can the researcher interpret the dialogic, intersubjective and co-performative 

processes involved in the ethnography? 

 

Conquergood criticises the predominating textocentricism of most academic 

research.  As performance ethnography is presented in non-textual symbolic 

form, practice-oriented research can be seen as a solution such textocentricism.  
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Performative research can also give the lie to a dominant myth: that research 

findings are stable ‘facts’ to be documented and archived.  Diana Taylor, in her 

book The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the 

Americas (2003), discusses the myth of archive vis-à-vis repertoire.  The archive 

is often supposed to contain ‘enduring materials (ie, texts, documents, buildings, 

bones)’ which are ‘unmediated’ and resists change, corruptibility and political 

manipulation.  The repertoire, meanwhile, is presumably ephemeral and 

concerns ‘embodied practice/knowledge (ie, spoken language, dance, sports, 

ritual),’ requiring people’s participation in ‘the production and reproduction of 

knowledge by ‘being there.’ (Taylor 2003, 19-20)  Writing as a form of archiving 

can be transmitted across distances, whereas the repertoire stored in the body 

has to be ‘transmitted “live” in the here and now to a live audience’. (ibid, 24)  In 

this sense, performances function as ‘acts of transfer,’ (ibid, 2) when the 

repertoire and the archive work together to transmit social knowledge, cultural 

memory and identities. 

 

Instead of readily dichotomizing the archive and the repertoire in a hegemonic 

relation, Taylor puts forward the idea that ‘scenarios [can operate as] meaning-

making paradigms that structure social environments, behaviors and potential 

outcomes’ (ibid, 28)  To expound her views, Taylor outlines six features of 

scenarios that need to be investigated in acts of transfer: intentionality of scene-

making; ‘embodiment of the social actors’ and ‘social construction of bodies in 

particular context’; ‘formulaic structures’ that are fixed, repeatable, transferable 

and therefore create stereotypes; transmission via multifaceted systems that are 

irreducible to language; scenario requires situated or ‘being-there’ participation 

as part of the act of transfer; scenario works ‘through reactivation rather than 

duplication.’ (ibid, 29-32)  By examining the ‘scenario of discovery’ found in the 

ethnographic writings of conquerors and colonists in the Americas, Taylor 

analyses how scenarios work ‘through reactivation rather than duplication’ (ibid, 

32) as the repertoire and the archive lend themselves to each other in the process 

of legitimating their identities.  For example, whilst colonial ethnographer 

Sahagún attempted to use his writing about Mexican indigenous practices to 

eradicate them, the archive itself preserves and transmits the repertoire which is 

supposed to be eliminated.  These features can serve as rubrics to reflect upon 

how the ‘repertoire’ (performative practices) is working hand in hand with the 

‘archive’ (a text-based thesis at the end) in performative research. 
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Another example Taylor examined is the renowned cage performance project The 

Year of the White Bear and Two Undiscovered Amerindians visit the West 

(1992-1994) staged by Coco Fusco in collaboration with Guillermo Gómez-Peña 

in various museums across Europe, the US and Australia.  The artists presented 

themselves as ‘undiscovered Amerindians’ or so-called ‘Guatinauis’ living in a 

golden cage as ethnographic specimens, interacting with the visitors through 

their satirical performances.  A documentary video, The Couple in the Cage: A 

Guatinaui Odyssey (1993) was also made by Fusco and filmmaker Paula Heredia, 

juxtaposing the audience’s amused, confused and skeptical responses to the 

‘Guatinauis’ in different places, together with historical images of indigenous 

people being featured as anthropological spectacles.  Fusco calls this a ‘reverse 

ethnography’ as the project scrutinises the audience’s reaction rather than the 

supposed ethnographic other being kept in the cage. (Fusco 1994)  For Taylor, 

Fusco’s reverse ethnography accentuates the problem of ethnographic 

construction, or ‘scenario of discoveries,’ in which the researcher ‘brackets the 

moments (here, the drama of “discovery”), chooses the cast of characters by 

virtue of framing the event, and endows it with shape and meaning.’ (Taylor, 

2003:76)  As argued by Taylor, ‘scenarios generate an important critical distance 

between social actor and character.’ (ibid, 30)  In the Undiscovered Amerindians, 

the ‘scenario of discoveries’ is ‘multicoded’ by the use of live performance 

(repertoire) and the archive (video), connecting the colonial past to the present 

and reactivating the ‘formulaic structures’ of ethnographic construction through 

live performance and its video documentation.  The Couple in the Cage presents a 

scenario questioning the making of the scene and the stereotyped or constructed 

notion of indigenous bodies.  Most importantly, Fusco, as the artist/researcher in 

her ‘reverse ethnography’ creates a scenario both as cultural performance and 

social performance.  Taylor puts forward Richard Scheckner’s notion of ‘is/as’ 

performance and discusses the ontology (is) and epistemology (as) of 

performance in the Undiscovered Amerindians.  Not only does it present an 

ephemeral and bracketed performance of the two constructed characters living in 

the cage, it also offers critical commentary on colonial subjugation through their 

normative role-playing and interaction with the audience.  For Taylor, examining 

the video that freezes the audience’s responses, it is this ‘is/as’ of performance 

that traps them in a state of confusion and guilty pleasure: it places the audience 

within a scenario in which they ‘feel both contaminated by the spectacle and 
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responsible for locating themselves in relationship to it.’ (ibid, 73-74)  From this, 

I am inspired by the idea of an artist/researcher who takes advantage of his/her 

dual role in the construction of knowledge through the performance of scenarios. 

 

 
2.6  Performance Autoethnography 

 

The reflexivity of the artist/researcher, therefore, invariably becomes an essential 

quality of practice-oriented research.  Intensive and immersive participation in 

the field of study, on the one hand, offers first-hand knowledge built from lived 

experience, and on the other hand puts the artist-researcher in a vulnerable inter-

subjective position.  Carolyn Ellis, who pioneered this auto-ethnographical 

research methodology, writes in her co-authored text,  

[a]utoethnography is an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and 

systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand 

cultural experience (ethno).  This approach challenges canonical ways of doing 

research and representing others and treats research as a political, socially-just and 

socially-conscious act.’ (Ellis et al 2011) [emphasis in original] 

 

Like performance ethnography, autoethnography3 has been used as a self-

observation and reflection tool to study and represent the subaltern community 

which the researcher belongs to and is situated.  It also questions the status quo 

with social concerns and political ends.  Keyan G Tomaselli, et al suggest four 

‘epistemological procedures’ of autoethnography: performativity, multivocality, 

reflexivity and constructedness.  While performativity emphasises the relations 

between the researcher and the Other while remaining alert to how the Self is 

performed in these relations, multivocality refers to the inclusion of multiple 

voices involved in the research.  These lead to reflexivity, requiring awareness of 

the power dynamics being negotiated and re-negotiated throughout the 

performative and multi-vocal dialogues.  It also necessitates self-consciousness of 

one’s role in the construction and constructedness of representation. (Tomaselli 

et al 2016, 581-583)  Autoethnography offers a useful framework for an 

                                                 
3 Carolyn Ellis writes in the preface to her co-edited book Handbook of Autoethnography that she 
consciously omits the hyphen between the two words auto and ethnography ‘because 
autoethnography is a thing all its own, not just “auto” linked to “ethnography”.’ (Ellis, 2016:9)  As I 
will put forward later on in the conclusion of this chapter, autoethnography lays a foundation for 
my research methodology, developed specifically for performative practices in art and activism. I 
tend to see it as a research methodology in its own right, and therefore use it in one word as 
suggested by Ellis. 
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artist/researcher’s practice-oriented research, as the construction and 

constructedness of representation are central to all creative processes.  Especially 

in the process of performance-making, performativity is central to such 

construction and constructedness.  These ‘epistemological procedures’ proposed 

by Tomaselli et al contribute to a critical framework in the process of practice-

oriented research as these concerns are recurring and multi-layered throughout 

the process. 

 

As suggested by Ellis, autoethnography connects the researcher’s personal 

experience in a subaltern group to a wider social-political context.  It often comes 

about with social concerns and political ends as the researcher aspires to make a 

change in the status quo.  This especially intrigues me as an artist/researcher who 

works with my fellow artists in the intersection between art and activism.  

Autoethnography is not only an embodied research methodology, but can also be 

employed as a performative tactic of activism that aims to critically review and 

improve the present situations.  Influenced by poststructuralism, Norman K 

Denzin first sees the use of ‘performance text’ as a means of representation in 

interpretative ethnography.  Promoting the methodology of ‘performance 

ethnography’ and its pedagogical function, he treats performance as a research 

process and as a mode of critical inquiry. (Denzin 1997, 2003)  Elaborating upon 

Conquergood’s move from textual to performative ethnography as well as 

Madison’s ‘performance of possibilities,’ Denzin conceives performance 

autoethnography as ‘a civic, participatory, collaborative project.’ (Denzin 2003, 

17)  With reference to Joe L Kincheloe and Peter McLaren, he wants critical 

pedagogy to performatively disrupt and deconstruct the knowledge and values 

shaped by cultural production.  He further expands upon the notion of 

‘performance-centered evaluation pedagogy’ that fuses critical pedagogy and 

performance praxis and serves ‘as a method of doing evaluation ethnography, as a 

path to understanding, as a tool for engaging collaboratively the meanings of 

experience, as a means to mobilise persons to take action in the world.’ (ibid, 19)  

Here Denzin draws inspiration from the concept of critical pedagogy, founded by 

Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux, etc in the 1970s and onwards.  Critical pedagogy 

aims to emancipate the oppressed by encouraging individuals to be critically 

conscious of their situation within unequal power relations, and to challenge such 

domination through political action.  Denzin sees ‘performance 

(auto)ethnography as a pedagogy of freedom’ because it enables people to realise 
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freedom through critical imagination and performative acts of struggles.  At this 

point, Denzin takes pedagogy as more than a form of instruction or a way to 

expose oppression and injustice.  It is also a means of building people’s ethical 

self-consciousness and critical self-awareness in seeking ‘an ideology of hope that 

challenges and confronts hopelessness’. (ibid, 228-229)  For Denzin, in 

performance (auto)ethnography, the researcher serves ‘as a public intellectual 

who produces and engages in meaning cultural criticism’ with his/her ‘guiding 

presence’ and ‘demands a performative politics that leads the way to radical social 

change’. (ibid, 225)  Autoethnographic research, therefore, is taken as an 

intervention and a means of critique of and resistance to dominant ideologies, not 

only within social contexts, but also within the cultural politics of anthropology as 

an established discipline. 

 

Such a notion of ‘performance (auto)ethnography’ coincides with the rise of the 

‘social turn’ in the practice of contemporary art as discussed in the previous 

chapter.  In the previous chapter, I posed the question: while socially engaged 

artists challenge cultural hegemony in their activism, how can they attain 

criticality in reviewing the underlying concepts of their practices?  

Autoethnography, as discussed above, is concordant with the social practice of art 

which also aims at making social and political changes through an empowering 

collaborative process with interlocutors.  By adapting autoethnography as a 

methodology of practice-oriented research in the arts, the ‘epistemological 

procedures’ (performativity, multivocality, reflexivity and constructedness) 

suggested by Tomaselli et al, for example, can serve as a useful framework for the 

artist/researcher intent on sustaining one’s reflexivity and self-awareness 

throughout the process.   

 

Autoethnographic research, which challenges the notion of ‘objectivity’ in 

conventional or positivist research, fits the subjective approach in artistic 

practice.  Nevertheless, the political ends of socially engaged art practices often 

put the artist/researcher in a predicament or dilemma between aesthetic pursuit 

and sociopolitical agenda.  In her discussion on the intersection of art and 

anthropology, Lucy Lippard stresses the ‘social mandate’ of artists to take risks 

while assessing their ethical implications: ‘aesthetic daring must be balanced with 

responsibility (accountability) to the communities with whom the creators arc 

creating.’ (Lippard 2010, 26)  Claire Bishop, meanwhile, expresses her concerns 
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over aesthetic judgments being overtaken by ethical criteria in judging ‘socially 

collaborative art’ while practising artists in this field  avoid talking about the 

‘aesthetics’ articulated in their work. (Bishop, 2006:180-181)  Instead of having a 

binary view, I intend to see both the sociopolitical and aesthetic ends as two of 

the parameters in social practices as well as performance (auto)ethnography.  

Referring to Turner and Schechner’s infinite loop of social dramas and aesthetic 

dramas that derive from each other in a circular flux, the two ends are not 

incompatible but work side by side in a mutualistic and symbiotic way.  Using 

performance as a reflexive means of research and representation, the 

artist/researcher in autoethnography serves as a mediator who bridges the social 

reality co-lived with the community and transformative, dialogic aesthetic 

expression, opening up cultural and critical possibilities. 

 

Like other research methodologies that aspire towards sociopolitical changes, 

autoethnography also has its epistemological problems.  Action research, for 

instance, is a methodology used in social science that emphasises the 

emancipatory or educational aspect of research: through a participatory process, 

action research aims at improving the research subjects’ competencies of 

problem-solving and decision-making in problematic situations. (Boog 2003)  

There is also militant research that stresses the researchers’ participation in and 

contribution to group actions: the researchers ‘share the goals, strategies, and 

experience of their comrades because of their own committed beliefs and not 

simply because this conduct is an expedient way to get their data.’  The research 

outcomes also serve to benefit the activist group. (Ross 2013, 8)  Compared with 

these research methodologies that also aim at making sociopolitical changes 

through embodied actions, autoethnography, and especially performance 

autoethnography, emphasise the dialogic process which exposes the 

constructedness of the Other and reconstructs an emancipatory knowledge 

system.   

 

Whilst the action researcher is presumed to be an intellectual or pedagogue 

charged with educating the research subjects, the militant researcher takes part 

in group actions as ‘comrade’ in an equal and peer-to-peer relationship.  On the 

one hand, the researcher-subject power structure still remains if the researcher is 

an enlightened individual making the final decision on whom, what, and how to 

‘educate’ the research subjects. No matter how great or ideal the goals a research 
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project aspires to achieve or how much the decision depends on the consensus of 

the research subjects.  On the other hand, the ‘scholarly knowledge’ of the 

researcher can be transformed into an advantage in activism.   The researcher can 

use one’s expertise to validate research findings for the purposes of advancing 

certain political ends.4  In both cases, there still inevitably exists the dichotomy of 

researcher as expert vis-à-vis research subjects as the unknowledgeable, the 

underprivileged, the subaltern, and the Other.  Even in a performance 

autoethnography in which the constructedness of such unequal power relations 

are being critically interrogated and respectful collaborative dialogues are 

undertaken, it is the researcher as an intellectual or pedagogue who starts the 

research and convenes or directs the performance being staged based on the 

subjects’ needs or situations.  After all, how can this innate epistemological 

problem of power relations be resolved?  This is an unresolved challenge, 

especially when we are researching activism. 

 

 

2.7  Towards a Performative Autoethnography 

 

Here I see the resilient role an artist/researcher can possibly take in conducting 

autoethnography as part of one’s artistic research.  In her reflection on the 

(mis)representing of Others in art-based ethnographic work, artist Kate 

Blackmore raised the point that ‘in art there is no code of ethics regarding how 

“the Other” should be attended to’ compared to anthropology, hence the repeated 

misinterpretation and exploitation of the research subjects in the name of 

‘socially engaged art.’  She gives a thoughtful reminder that sharing authorship 

through collaborative work may not be a solution to the asymmetrical researcher-

subject power relations that ‘perpetuate dominant ideologies.’  Inviting the 

research subjects to collaborate with the researcher ‘in a way they are not 

accustomed to’ is ‘placing [one’s own] desires onto them.’ (Blackmore 2017, 353-

357)  This problem may be attenuated in autoethnography as the researcher is a 

native and/or engaged member of the community being studied and shares some 

                                                 
4 Reflecting upon the tensions and contradictions she faced during the research process, Shannon 
Speed gives a very inspiring account of her ‘critically engaged activist anthropology’ working with 
inhabitants in Nicolás Ruiz, central Mexico, who struggled to reassert their indigenous identity and 
rights to reclaiming their land.  While she speaks as a ‘cultural expert’ in the legal arena in support 
of the indigenous community, she is aware that such ‘expertise‘ granted to her as an anthropologist 
is also ‘relegating indigenous knowledge to the realm of “experience” and reinforcing the values that 
she seeks to challenge in her research process. (Shannon, 2008:224-225)   
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common interests and values with other members.  As discussed above, 

reflexivity and criticality are essential qualities of artistic practice.  Artists possess 

specialised skills and knowledge of art, and therefore may decline to be 

‘enlightened’ by another fellow artist as an ‘expert’ researcher.  Also artists often 

challenge the status quo and cultural hegemony, especially through activism.  

Using a pedagogic approach to work with fellow artists may be inappropriate and 

may even run counter to the pursuit of social justice.  As an artist-researcher, I 

intend to transform my personal experience with other artists in the field of art 

activism into a cultural analysis of it using a practice-oriented approach.  I seek a 

hybrid and reflexive research methodology that can address the dynamics of co-

performative experience, one that is coeval and embodied within the artist 

community a la Conquergood.  Here, ‘co-performativity’ also means more 

than formal collaboration among members of the artist-community presenting on 

a specific project.  It implies an on-going dialogic and intersubjective process in 

which artists, including myself, are producing work in response to the situation 

and each other’s work.  In this way, the research will employ a more egalitarian 

approach and the artist-researcher will work in a humble, engaged and 

committed manner rather than in a dominating or unilateral way. 

 

Therefore, I am proposing a specific methodology for my research on post-

Handover Hong Kong art and activism, that is, performative 

autoethnography.  By using the term ‘performative’ instead of ‘performance,’ I 

refer to the co-performativity involved in an intersubjective process in which the 

artist-researcher is continuously interacting and negotiating with other fellow 

artists in the field through critical dialogues and individual or collaborative art-

making.  By ‘performative,’ I also intend to emphasise the non-textual aspect of 

my research on the embodied experience of struggle or resistance in activism.   

Besides staging a ‘performance’ in symbolic form as a representation of the artists 

in the field, my proposed performative autoethnography also aims to review an 

embodied, on-going and dynamic process in which performance is being used by 

artists as a tactic of resistance.  Here, performativity can be viewed as an 

intersubjective experience among artists actively engaged in the field of art 

activism.  It also seeks to expose the constructedness of identity and the complex 

power relations involved in the wider cultural, social and political contexts of 

Hong Kong and beyond.   More importantly, I take the whole research as a 

performative process in which meaning is co-constructed through coeval and 
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cotemporal embodied actions and critical dialogues with other fellow artists.   

Such a research process resonates with the ‘∞’ circulatory model of aesthetic and 

social drama conceived by Turner and Schechner in which cultural performance 

produced by artists and their social dramas — including interaction, 

collaboration, conflicts, negotiation and remedies — within the artist-activist 

community are mutually nourishing each other in an oscillatory circuit.  This 

recursive and constantly changing process helps enrich the transformative 

practice of research as well as artistic exploration.  Moreover, the performative 

research process functions as ‘acts of transfer’ as suggested by Taylor.  The 

embodied practice/knowledge (repertoire) and the written thesis (archive) work 

together to transmit social knowledge, cultural memory and identities in a multi-

layered way.  Furthermore, a performative autoethnography that intends to 

destabilise conventional researcher-subject power relations is very much in line 

with the practice of the cultural activism studied in this thesis. 

 

The following chapters will present my experience in as well as reflection upon 

various art-activist projects I have participated in, witnessed or received an 

account of during the Umbrella Movement.  Other than keeping field notes 

during the research process to record my personal reflection and other artists’ 

feedback, I also conducted semi-structured interviews with selected artists who 

have been active in the field of art and activism in Hong Kong after the Handover.  

In the semi-structured interviews, fellow artists were invited to discuss and 

review their own practices.   In the analysis of my personal observations, 

reflections and critical dialogues generated through an intersubjective and co-

performative process, I seek to co-construct knowledge of the field of art and 

activism in post-Handover Hong Kong, a subject which is very much under-

studied within the artist community. 

 

 



3.  
Performing the Commons 

 

 

(Occupied site at Admiralty outside Government Offices, 13 November 2014.) 

 
The Umbrella Movement is not an easy chapter to write in Hong Kong’s recent 

history.  Some people, including political campaigners and commentators, said 

that ‘Occupy’ was like a Pandora’s box, in both positive and negative senses1: it 

was conceived as a tactic that might possibly coerce the Beijing government into 

consenting to democratic reform in Hong Kong; it unnerved the pro-

establishment camp and incited waves of awkward actions mobilised to sabotage 

the pro-democracy protests; the movement unprecedentedly widespread 

attention from local and international media; the Umbrella Movement was said 

to be a ‘creative awakening’ in which an abundance of images, objects, 

                                                 
1 Selected examples that refer Occupy Central to a Pandora’s box: Chan 2014; DMHK 2015; RTHK 
2015; Next Plus 2016; Yeung 2016; Lee 2017 
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installations were created by protesters on site2... To live, to hang out and to 

reclaim public space that had often been managed in an orderly manner was 

undoubtedly amazing and empowering, and it also made us realise that we were 

short on experiences of democratic participation in communal living – for 

example, there was not even an effective formal/informal mechanism developed 

among groups and individual protesters stationed in the occupied sites for 

consensus decision-making; as an enormous protest it failed to make the local 

and PRC governments concede real democratic reforms, and the spectre of this 

failure return to haunt us, especially when the local government proceeded to 

prosecute some of the campaigners and protesters on a large scale; the experience 

of ‘living together’ in the occupied sites opened up people’s imagination about the 

commons and therefore inspired a group of new campaigners to engage in 

grassroots community work; unlike other recent Occupy movements such as and 

Arab Spring and Occupy Wall Street which protested against oppressive 

authoritarianism and social and economic inequality, it espoused a univocal 

demand – ‘real universal suffrage’ (我要真普選) and was praised by some local 

and international media for the most polite and orderly civil disobedience 

demonstration that they had ever seen3; it also radicalised the ‘localists’ to agitate 

for militant protests and to advocate for Hong Kong’s independence, in response 

to which PRC government further tightened control over the region’s governance 

and judiciary process.  The Pandora’s box was like a curse on Hong Kong’s 

autonomy: the scale of the protests were commensurate with the brutality of 

repression.  A series of complications arose as things were not happening as 

wanted or imagined.  From the Pandora’s box, we encountered the paradoxes of 

pursuing an impossible dream for an unforeseeable future.  The Occupy or 

Umbrella Movement on the one hand seemed to offer new hope for possible 

social and political changes, and on the other hand incurred more problems than 

                                                 
2 For example, there were news stories such as ‘Creative awakening sparked by Occupy Central as 
sit-ins reclaim streets’ (South China Morning Post, 6 October 2014. accessed December 2017. 
http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/article/1610547/occupys-umbrella-statue-symbol-peace-
says-artist; appeared as ‘Occupy sparks creative burst’ in the printed edition, 7 October 2014) and 
‘It wasn’t just about politics, but art too – the creative legacy of the Hong Kong's Occupy pro-
democracy protests’ (South China Morning Post, 28 September 2015, 
http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/education-community/article/1861914/it-wasnt-just-
about-politics-art-too-creative)  I myself was also invited by an online media to present a ‘guided 
tour’ of the art in occupied site in the Umbrella Movement (PenToy, 14 October 2014) 
3 For example: Apple Daily 2014; Dearden 2014; Dissanayake 2014; Timmons 2014 
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expected.  Three years after the Umbrella Movement ended, I am writing this 

thesis.  The dust has yet to settle...   

 

In this chapter, I will first supply the background for the Occupy or Umbrella 

Movement that shocked the city and the World, and how the occupation 

happened in 2014.  Focusing on the practices of place-making in occupied site, I 

intend to examine how public space had been redefined during the occupation, 

and the ways in which the imagination was invested in the process, manifesting 

in utopian ideals in the social movement.  The ideal of the ‘common good’ was 

also foregrounded in some interventions.  I am particularly interested at looking 

into artists’ involvement and projects which intended to engage the occupiers’ 

community and the public through intensive dialogues and interactions.  

Comparing collective and individual performative actions, I suggest that micro-

performances were enacted on interpersonal levels as a way to counterbalance 

the conflicts and discrepancies between the utopian ideals and the bitter reality 

we faced in our daily lives.  ‘Performing the commons’, in the end, was both the 

means as well as the end of protest.  As a prerequisite of my argument, I would 

like to explain what I mean.  The commons, in general, refers to natural and 

cultural resources accessible to everybody, and these resources such as water, air, 

language, religion, streets, public space, etc are not owned privately but shared by 

the community.  Historian Peter Linebaugh suggests to ‘keep the word as a verb, 

activity, rather than as a noun, a substantive.’ (Linebaugh 2008, 278)  For 

Linebaugh, ‘commoning,’ in a verb form, means more than sharing resources 

per se; it conveys the on-going act of sharing them and building communal values, 

and signifies face-to-face interaction, participation and relationship. (Linebaugh 

2014, 13-23)  Considering J L Austins’ notion of ‘speech-act’ as discussed in 

Chapter 2, the utterance of ‘commoning’ or sharing common resources implies 

action and therefore is performative.  Here, I would like to put forward the idea of 

‘performing the commons’ so as to emphasise the performative aspects of 

‘commoning.’  The following sections will study how the commons are being 

performed in a social movement, as communal values are consolidated through 

collective action and individual dialogic processes is being constructed on macro 

and micro levels. 
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(Occupied site at Causeway Bay, 10 December 2014, 4 days before being cleared by the 
Police.) 

 

 

3.1  Hong Kong: Resistance in Ferment 

 

The slogan ‘I Want Real Universal Suffrage’ has been a recurring theme in pro-

democracy movements in post-Handover Hong Kong following the endless 

deferral of constitutional reform4.  As discussed in Chapter 2, the principle of 

‘One Country, Two Systems’ and a high degree of autonomy of Hong Kong are 

enshrined in the Basic Law, the HKSAR’s constitutional document drafted by a 

committee of 59 elite leaders and tycoons (23 from Hong Kong and 36 from 

China) appointed by the PRC government from 1985 to 1990.  According to the 

Basic Law Article 45 and 68, the ultimate aim is the election of Chief Executive 

(CE) and all the members of the Legislative Council (LegCo) by universal 

                                                 
4 According to Wisenews search, the slogan ‘I Want Real Universal Suffrage’ (我要真普選) first 
appeared in the 1 January 2010 Rally organised by Civil Human Rights Front, 3 days after the the 
PRC Standing Committee of the National People's Congress (NPCSC) decided that  universal 
suffrage might be implemented only in 2017 onwards.  The pan-democratic camp intended to fight 
for universal suffrage in 2012 instead of 2017. 
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suffrage5.  In 1996, a year before the Handover, the first CE and Provisional 

Legislative Council of HKSAR was elected by a 400-member Selection Committee 

elected by the Beijing-appointed Preparatory Committee, and this Selection 

Committee was composed of members drawn evenly from 4 sectors: industrial, 

commercial, and financial; professional; labour, social services and religious; 

politics.  The Electoral College later on became Election Committee and expanded 

its membership to 800 and 1,200 respectively in 1998 and 2011 onwards. The 

Election Committee was also responsible for electing 10 and 6 lawmakers in 

LegCo Functional Constituencies election in 1998 and 2000.   

 

Such an indirect and circumscribed system of election functions effectively to 

screen out and marginalise the non-establishmentarians, and this is evident in 

the structure of LegCo too.  Half of the LegCo members, 35 out of 70, are directly 

elected through five Geographical Constituencies under the proportional 

representation system while the rest is through the Functional Constituencies.  

The Functional Constituencies were introduced in 1985 during the colonial times 

and adapted by the HKSAR legislature.  The 29 Functional Constituencies, with a 

range of voters from a hundred to more than 80,000 in each group6, have a non-

uniform electoral base consisting institutional votes, individual votes or a mixture 

of both, and different voting systems (bloc vote, preferential elimination, plurality 

voting, etc) – the setting itself is institution-based and favours the minority in 

power.  In the LegCo, a motion proposed by the government has to be endorsed 

by half of the presented while that by a lawmaker to be endorsed by half of both 

the Geographical Constituencies and the Functional Constituencies members.  

This means that government motions get passed regardless of any objections 

                                                 
5 ‘Chapter IV : Political Structure’, The Basic Law of Hong Kong Special Administrative Region of 
the People’s Republic of China, http://www.basiclaw.gov.hk/en/basiclawtext/chapter_4.html, 
accessed December 2017 
6 According to HKSAR government’s statistics, there are 236,859 registered electors in functional 
constituencies in 2017, among which the Insurance section has 128 bodies (being the smallest 
constituency) and the Education section has 86,954 individuals (being the largest constituency).  
There are 3,805,069 registered Geographical Constituency electors in 2017, and those who are not 
in other functional constituencies will de facto be registered as electors in the District Council 
(second) Functional Constituency (counted 3,506,275 in 2017).  More details: 
http://www.voterregistration.gov.hk/eng/statistic2017.html, accessed December 2017 
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raised, and non-establishmentarian lawmakers are regularly vetoed7.  Pro-

democracy political leaders have been often pushing for real universal suffrage 

and direct elections since the late colonial times but their proposals had been all 

turned down by the local and Beijing governments.  In 2010, five Pan-democrat 

legislators resigned from their post in an attempt to use the by-election as a 

platform for referendum on universal suffrage in 5 Geographical Constituencies.  

Later that year, representatives of the Democracy Party had a closed-door 

meeting for the very first time with Beijing officials in Hong Kong and 

compromised on a revised electoral reform package.  With the support of the 

Democracy Party, the revised reform packages was passed in the LegCo.8  The 

Election Committee for CE election then increased its size from 800 to 1,200 and 

a new District Council Constituency was added for those who were not in any 

other Functional Constituencies.  The compromise of the Democracy Party has 

been controversial as it may further legitimise the unfair electoral system of 

Functional Constituencies.  After denying universal suffrage in 2007/2008 and 

2012 elections in 2004 and 2010 respectively9, the National People's Congress 

Standing Committee (NPCSC), the PRC’s national legislative body, formally 

determined that the CE be elected through ‘one person, one vote’ starting from 

                                                 
7 For example, in 2016 LegCo election, the pro-establishment camp won the 24 seats in Functional 
Constituencies and 16 seats in Geographical Constituencies (40 in total) while the pan-democratic 
and localist camps won 11 and 19 seats respectively (30 in total).  In 2012, the pro-establishment 
camp won the 26 seats in Functional Constituencies and 17 seats in Geographical Constituencies 
(43 in total) while the pan-democrats won 9 and 18 seats respectively (27 in total). (Ming Pao, 2016)  
Despite the pan-democrats won more seats in Geographical Constituencies, the pro-
establishmentarians are majority in the LegCo as they won 75% of the Functional Constituencies 
seats. 
8 Democracy Party (DP, 民主黨) is the biggest pro-democracy political party in Hong Kong, 
established in 1994 as a merger of the United Democrats of Hong Kong (UDHK, 香港民主同盟) and 
the Meeting Point (匯點).  UDHK was founded in 1990 and its members were closely associated 
with the Hong Kong Alliance in Support of Patriotic Democratic Movements in China (香港市民支

援愛國民主運動聯合會, aka 支聯會) which was established by the Tiananmen Square students 
movement in Beijing in 1989, and therefore has been seen as a thorn in the PRC’s side.  Beijing 
officials refused to converse with DP members until 2010. The DP leaders, who refused to join the 
Five Constituencies Referendum earlier that year, thought that they could take this opportunity to 
pressure the Beijing government into accepting their proposal.  Their proposal included: 1) adding a 
new Functional Constituency (FC) in the District Council so as to balance out the unequal electoral 
basis in FC elections; 2) abolishing the District Council’s appointment system and then including 
the 400 and more elected District Councillors in the Election Committee for CE election.  However, 
the Beijing Government only took in the proposal for the new District Council Constituency and the 
DP compromised by voting yes for the HKSAR Government’s revised reform package. (Standnews, 
2016)  According to a survey, the DP gained support from the public in spite of the backlash within 
the party and severe criticism made by other pro-democracy movement supporters. (HKUPOP, 
2017) 
9 The CE and LegCo members have a fixed term of office of 5 years and 4 years respectively, except 
that all members of the first LegCo of HKSAR have only 2 years’ term.  2012 was the year when both 
the CE and LegCo elections took place in the same year after the Handover. 
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2017 onwards and the LegCo election will follow.  Yet, the highly restrictive 

vetting structure presented by the NPCSC was not seen as being ‘real’ universal 

suffrage by most pro-democracy supporters.  The prolonged delay in democratic 

development in Hong Kong has been puzzling, frustrating and rankling, leaving 

pro-democracy supporters feeling as though there nothing that they can do to 

accelerate the process. 

 

‘Occupy Central’, first conceived as a civil disobedience campaign striving for real 

universal suffrage, was first proposed by Benny Tai Yiu-ting, Associate Professor 

of Law at the University of Hong Kong in January 2013 when the government was 

preparing for public consultation on the 2017 electoral reform.  The campaign, 

later named ‘Occupy Central with Love and Peace’ (OCLP, 讓愛與和平佔領中環 or 

和平佔中), called for a massive non-violent demonstration in Central, the city’s 

economic centre, with the aim of forcing Beijing government to change their 

policy on Hong Kong.  The OCLP’s proposal was controversial and severely 

criticised by the pro-establishment or pro-Beijing camps.  While the Hong Kong 

government launched a first-round consultation regarding the method for the 

2017 Chief Executive election and 2016 Legislative Council election10, the OCLP 

presented 3 deliberation days and a civic referendum on the proposals for 

political reforms from June 2013 to first half of 201411.  Public opinion gradually 

developed on the topic of constitutional reform in Hong Kong.  Civil disobedience 

was a relatively novel idea in Hong Kong society.  The OCLP proposal had opened 

up the public’s imagination about a new way of protesting after countless 

demonstrations such as rallies and sit-ins failing to achieve the government’s 

concession to the people’s demands.  However, the OCLP’s tactic of using 

occupation as a bet on democratic reform was in vain as the Beijing Government 

                                                 
10 Let’s talk and achieve universal suffrage: Methods for Selecting the Chief Executive in 2017 and 
for Forming the Legislative Council in 2016. HKSAR Government. December 2013 
11 The 3 rounds of ‘Deliberation Days’ (D-Days) include: D-Day 1 on 9 June 2013 at The University 
of Hong Kong (HKU), joined by participants randomly picked by the HKU Public Opinion 
Programme; D-Day 2 in various locations from December 2013 to March 2014, participated by 
different community groups such as catholic, Christian, trade unions, women and sexual minority, 
etc and the general public; D-Day 3 happened on 4 and 6 May 2014 in 5 Geographical 
Constituencies and the participants who had signed the OCLP letter of intent selected 3 out of 15 CE 
electoral proposals that met ‘international standards’ and were made by various political groups 
and individuals beforehand. Three proposals selected on D-Day 3 were then voted by eligible voters 
of Hong Kong in the Civil Referendum Day during 20-29 June 2014.  More details: http://oclp.hk/  
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declared that they were assuming more control over Hong Kong12 and the NPCSC 

made a decision on 31 August 2014 regarding proposed reforms to a highly 

restrictive Hong Kong electoral system.13  According to the NPCSC’s decision, the 

HKSAR government proposed an election system with pre-screening of Chief 

Executive nominees in January 2015, a month after the occupation in various 

sites was dispersed and the Umbrella Movement closed.  The PRC government 

reaffirmed the NPCSC decision before the passage of the Government’s in Hong 

Kong’s legislature.  Yet the electoral reform package was dramatically vetoed by 

majority, as 28 legislators voted against it, 8 voted in favour, 1 did not cast a vote 

and 33 establishmentarians left the chamber by mistake. 

 

 

(Mongkok occupied site, 4 October 2014) 

 

                                                 
12 Despite the promise of ‘One Country, Two System’ which guaranteed the autonomy of Hong Kong 
after 1997 Handover, the PRC government published the ‘White Paper’ on 10 June 2014 stating 
that, ‘[a]s a unitary state, China's central government has comprehensive jurisdiction over all local 
administrative regions, including the HKSAR. The high degree of autonomy of HKSAR is not an 
inherent power, but one that comes solely from the authorization by the central leadership.’ Full 
text: http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2014-06/10/content_17576281_11.htm, accessed 
December 2017. 
13 The NPCSC determines the method of ‘universal suffrage’ in the HKSAR Chief Executive (CE) 
election starting from 2017: a nominating committee, similar to the current 1,200-member Election 
Committee for CE, will be formed to select 2 to 3 candidates for the CE election; each of the 
candidates must have the endorsement of more than half of all the members of the nominating 
committee; all eligible electors of HKSAR have the right vote for one candidate to in the CE election, 
and CE-elect will be appointed by the PRC government. Full document is available online: 
http://www.2017.gov.hk/en/decision/index.html, accessed December 2017 
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3.2  ‘There are no leaders; we are the people’ 

 

Occupation finally happened in late September 2014, but was not staged as 

scripted, at least not in the way conceived by the OCLP.  The ‘Umbrella 

Movement’ (so named after unarmed protesters used umbrellas to protect 

themselves from pepper spray and tear gas) broke out as more and more 

protesters gathered around the Tamar Government Offices near Central14.  

Organised by the Hong Kong Federation of Students (HKFS), university students 

gathered in Tamar site during the Class Boycotts that started on the 23rd of  

September15.  In the evening of the 26th of September, young student activist 

group Scholarism led others in occupying and reclaiming the Civic Square where 

they once staged large-scale protests against patriotic National Education in 

201216.  As students were arrested, an overwhelming crowd flocked to and 

gathered around Tamar site during the weekend before the OCLP joined forces 

and announced the official launch of the civil disobedience campaign on the eve 

of 28 September.  Protesters started using face masks, eye masks, cling film, 

raincoats and umbrellas as protection from tear gas and pepper spray assaults 

from the police.  As the police restricted entry to the Tamar site during the day, 

                                                 
14 InMediaHK first posted The Independent coining the protest in Hong Kong 'Umbrella 
Revolution’ on their Facebook page in early morning on 29 September 2014. (see 
https://www.facebook.com/inmediahk/photos/a.321611837875861.67317.200954406608272/747
546948615679/)  This tag trended as other local media also quoted it later on.  The term 'Umbrella 
Revolution’ could no no longer be found in the linked news story retrieved at the time of writing 
(2017).  This term has since been widely used in local and international media and was mildly 
renamed ‘Umbrella Movement’ by most media and protesters afterwards in fear of agitating the 
PRC central government. 
15 The Class Boycotts were launched in the Chinese University of Hong Kong on 21 September 2014 
(Monday) and then took place in Tamar Park from 23 to 26 September (Tuesday to Friday).  
Scholarism led secondary school students to join the Class Boycotts on 26 September. 
16 ‘Civic Square’ is a forecourt plaza outside the Lower Block next to LegCo in the East Wing of the 
Government Offices complex.  It became a symbolic site during the Anti-National Education protest 
in 2012, when campaign organisers hung a handwritten banner that read ‘Civic Square’ in Chinese 
(公民廣場), white on black, on the flag towers on the podium in the middle of the Square.  Indeed 
the name ‘Civic Square’ was not invented by the protesters.  It was outlined in the town planning 
document that the ‘open-air civic square’ is supposed to ‘provide a popular gathering ground for 
ceremonial function and general recreational activities’ (Section 8.4.4 in the Hong Kong Planning 
Area No. 24) (Legco, 2005)  However, it had seldom been called ‘Civic Square’ until the Anti-
National Education protests took place there.  The square has been cordoned off by a 3-feet high 
fence since July 2014 after the protesters against the development plan for Northeast New 
Territories stormed the LegCo building in June, and then closed for the public after the student 
protesters stormed the Square right before the outbreak of Occupy or Umbrella Movement in late 
September 2014.  The name ‘Civic Square’ has been formally used by the HKSAR government since 
the 4th CE Carrie Lam took the office.  The administration reopened the Square as a public 
passageway from 6am to 11pm on 28 September 2017, but with restricted access for demonstrations 
between 10am to 6.30pm on Sundays and public holidays upon prior approval. (news.gov.hk, 2017) 
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even more people, reportedly upwards of 20,000, flooded into the enclosed area.  

Traffic had been congested on the thoroughfare as an activist and performance 

artist, Au Yeung Tung, stood on the edge of a bridge for a protest-performance in 

the afternoon, down-counting to 2047 – the expiry date of ‘one country, two 

systems.’  Some motorists drove very slowly and let people walk onto the roadway.  

As the roads were occupied, protesters peacefully gave way and diverted the 

trapped cars to an alternate exit.  Before dark, riot police fired the first tear gas 

canisters and threatened to fire guns in order to disperse the protesters.  In the 

midst of the pervading smoke, protesters played guerrilla and hide-and-seek with 

the police, running away from shots of tear gas, before returning later on.  Some 

even moved on to other nearby areas and expanded the site of occupation to other 

roadways nearby and in Central, Causeway Bay and Mongkok at night.   

 

The police, by firing 87 tear gas canisters, had staged a prologue of the Umbrella 

Movement in Hong Kong.  The actual course of events had definitively escaped 

the control and imagination of organisers and activists.  Spontaneous and tacit 

interactions marked a significant attribute of the Umbrella Movement and Hong 

Kong’s activist tactics afterwards.  As the key student leaders were arrested and 

the OCLP leaders were in the restricted area outside Government Offices, there 

was practically no commander on site and people could only play it by ear and 

improvise with each other in the chaos.  This echoed with the official slogan in the 

class boycotts: ‘Self-determination for Our Own Destiny’ (命運自主) in fighting 

for Hong Kong’s autonomy from PRC and maintenance of ‘One Country Two 

Systems.’  Protesters, who battled on the frontline and took possession of the 

roadways for occupation, strongly depended on and believed in their own 

autonomous action.  This resonates with one of the reoccurring memes in the 

Umbrella Movement, ‘There is no main stage (leader); we are the people,’ (沒有大

台，只有群眾) a slogan which showed a strong distrust of authorities (both 

HKSAR and PRC governments) and political leaders (including student leaders 

and OCLP organisers)17.  All in all, sentiments regarding the deadlock in 

democratic movement over the years, tighter control over Hong Kong by the PRC 

government, and the unreadiness of the OCLP campaign, etc accumulated and 

                                                 
17 The improvisational aspect of Umbrella Movement will be further discussed in the next Chapter 
on the performative tactics of protest and resistance. 
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the protest was imminent.  On the verge of occupation and possible eviction, 

protesters could only improvise in the situation and co-performed with each 

other.  The improvisational aspect of the Umbrella Movement will be discussed in 

details in Chapter 4 on performative tactics of protest. 

 

 

3.3  Tamar Site: From Civic Gathering to Civil Engagement 

 

The Civic Square in Tamar is a symbolic site for civil protesters in Hong Kong.  

Located in Admiralty, an area close to the Central Government Complex (CGC), 

faces office blocks, the Executive and Legislative Councils as well as the Tamar 

Park of 17,000 square metres connecting to the Waterfront Promenade.  Tamar 

used to be the naval basin attached to the headquarters of the British Forces 

Overseas Hong Kong in colonial times.  Also known as ‘Door Always Opens’ (門常

開), one of the themes of design ideas, the CGC was designed as a symbol of 

‘openness and transparency of governance’ (BJHK, 2008).  The government, 

having decided to build a 3-foot metal fence for security reasons outside the 

Square in summer 2014, made the notion of ‘openness’ an empty promise, 

especially when compared to the processes of place-making initiated by 

protestors18.  The 10-day Anti-National Education protests in Summer 2002, 

attended by more than 100,000 people at peak19, the assemblies for the Digital 

Broadcasting Corporation (DBC) in the crisis of closure in October 201220, as well 

as the annual 1 July rallies and other demonstrations ending there made the 

Square a landmark.  The week-long Class Boycott with whole-day events at the 

Tamar Site recalled and revitalised people’s collective memory of the Anti-

                                                 
18 Please see Footnote 14 for the government’s closure of Civic Square from the public. 
19 At peak, the organiser estimated and most news media reported that 120,000 people attended the 
protest on 7 September 2012, while the police estimated 36,000.  
20 In a dispute between two of the co-founders of DBC, Bill Wong and Albert Cheng, Wong and 
another three shareholders refused to invest more funds in the radio station as planned and Cheng 
claimed that Wong’s decision was made under pressure from the PRC government. The DBC 
programme hosts did a ‘7-day voluntarily broadcasting campaign’ from 15 to 21 October 2012 and 
presented their live broadcast at the Civic Square in the last 3 days.  One of the hosts and other 
activists were on hunger strike.  70,000 people reportedly participated in the sit-in on 21 October.  
The government refused to intervene as it was a matter for the management of the company to 
resolve internally.  The dispute ended as Cheng reached an out-of-court settlement with Wong and 
left DBC to set up another station D100.  DBC resumed broadcasting on 28 January 2013, but 
decided to close down and return its operating licence to the government in August 2016 for lacking 
sufficient advertisement revenue and infrastructural support for digital broadcasting. 
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National Education movement and other protests in the site.  The Civic Square 

has a special place in the hearts of young protesters.  The Anti-National 

Education campaign in particular remains a milestone in the recent social history 

of Hong Kong, not only because it effectively forced the government to concede, 

but also because it created a new experience of ‘commoning’.  This yielded a 

palpable experience of togetherness and civil engagement, and empowered civil 

protesters for the Occupy Movement that happened later on. 

 

 

(Anti-National Education Protest, Civic Square, 8 September 2012) 

   

Back to 2012, during the Anti-National Education protests, the ‘Occupy Tamar’ 

campaign was launched as students camped outside the government 

headquarters near the Civic Square.  Three high school students went on hunger 

strike, and parents, teachers, and other people joined in later on.  Other than sit-

ins and assemblies, there were also carnival-like events which engaged young 

students through drawing or other creative activities in the Tamar Park and the 

area around the CGC.  The podium for flag raising was used as a stage and 

assemblies were held during the evenings and weekends.  Individuals and 

representatives of different groups spoke and sang onstage.  More and more 

people were drawn to encircle the Tamar site for consecutive nights, and the 

estimated number of people joining the protest accumulated from 40,000 on the 

first day to 120,000 (as claimed by the protest organisers).  The students ended 
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the Occupy campaign when the government announced that they would be axing 

mandatory national education lessons in schools on the eve of LegCo election.21 

 

Occupy Tamar can be seen as one of the prototypes of the Umbrella Movement.  

Protesters in Occupy Tamar showed a high level of self-discipline and mutual 

support and I was impressed by several striking moments of ‘commoning’.  One 

day I was sitting in the Civic Square.  The host on stage was occasionally chanting 

slogans with those sitting in, and people were singing along with the performers 

on stage.  Bread and water were freely donated.  Some people were passing 

snacks to strangers; some students in school uniforms were collecting rubbish 

and keeping the place clean and tidy.  The other evening I went to the Tamar Park 

behind the LegCo building.  Streams of people were still coming in at almost 

midnight.  Light was dim and nothing could be heard from the stage in Civic 

Square but nobody was complaining in the park.  Some young people were 

playing guitar, talking to friends and others were picnicking or lying down on the 

lawn.  Another day I was viewing a live-streamed webcast of the demonstration in 

Civic Square while working at home.  Online users promptly posted different 

comments on the speech by a group representative on stage and discussed the 

current political situation in Hong Kong, as if they were there in person.   

 

The Civic Square was originally designed as a ‘gathering ground’ under the 

direction of the government. (LegCo 2005)  Since the Occupy Tamar campaign, 

the protesters’ active participation and voluntary action made it a place of civil 

engagement.  According to commentators, the Anti-National Education protest 

had been a movement of ‘civil awakening’ (公民覺醒)22. (Sing Tao Daily 2013; Ip 

2012).  Civic Square, then, became a site of peaceful and non-violent resistance, a 

symbolic place of such collective awakening, and furthermore, a space of 

transcendence from civic gathering to civil engagement.  The government’s 

                                                 
21 Since 2011, Scholarism, a group of high school students, has initiated a series of protests against 
the introduction of compulsory classes of ‘brainwashing’ moral and national education in schools in 
Hong Kong.  Parents, teachers and other pressure groups later on joined forces to form the Civil 
Alliance Against the National Education.  After a rally on 29 July 2012 which saw the participation 
of 80,000 people,, the government showed no hint of retreat, prompting protesters to escalate their 
action on 30 August to ‘Occupy Tamar’.   The occupation ended after the government announced  
postponement of the subject. 
22 The Civil Alliance Against the National Education held an assembly titled ‘全民覺醒，栽種未來’ 
(Civil Awakening, Planting the Future’) on 17 October 2012, a month after the government 
conceded withdrawal of compulsory national education in schools.  
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measure of fencing off the square and limiting public access not only betrayed its 

promise of ‘Doors Always Open’ and enraged the public, but was also treated as 

an offensive operation against Hong Kong’s civil society.  This was also the reason 

why the students storming the Civic Square on the last day of the Class Boycotts 

managed to catalyse the Occupy movement (or Umbrella Movement). 

 

 

(A road sign modified by protester 
outside Government Offices: 
Citizen’s Square – literally means 
‘Civic Square’ in Chinese – shows 
people’s resistance to the official 
interpretation of public space and 
transcended imagination of space 
from a place of civic gathering to 
civil engagement, 29 September 
2014) 

 

The notion of civil engagement had been brought forward by the Class Boycotts of 

university and secondary school students between 22 and 26 September 2014 as 

part of the pro-democracy movement fighting for real universal suffrage in Hong 

Kong.  During the strikes, a group of university lecturers and professors formed a 

group titled ‘Teachers in Solidarity with Student Strike’ (我係老師，罷課關我事) 

and voluntarily hosted classes in three zones at the Tamar site, covering a wide 

range of topics from politics to social science, urban development, civil rights, 

arts and literature, etc in relation to freedom and democracy.  Students from 

various institutions set up booths to stage participatory activities.  Artists and 
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other concern groups organised drawing activities, dance workshop, discussion, 

etc.  For example, artist Clara Cheung hosted a ‘Wild Grass Art Action — outdoor 

sketching’ workshop on the second day of Class Boycotts and invited some fellow 

artists and the public to do sketches of wild grass,  a symbol of vitality despite 

unfavourable conditions, and hang up the drawings on the fences outside the 

Civic Square23.  Another artist Cally Yu also hosted movement workshops doing 

contact improvisation and ‘Symbiotic Dance’ to improve flexibility of the body on 

the second and third day during the strikes.24   The HKFS also organised 

assemblies in the evening, so that the wider public could join after work.  With 

the mottos ‘Boycott Classes, Continue Learning’ (罷課不罷學) and ‘Self-

Determination’ (命運自主), sweat and heat from the sun overhead did little to 

stop students from joining classes and these activities on the lawn.  Tamar Park 

was fueled by vibrant energies in an open and liberal atmosphere as the park was 

transformed into a huge, open and autonomous classroom.  Student protesters 

had not only been equipped with knowledge of related topics, but also 

experiences of autonomous learning through peaceful resistance.  The class 

strikes were concluded by the ‘Reclaim Civic Square’ action which triggered the 

Umbrella Movement.  Protesters occupied the 8-lane Harcourt Road and nearby 

areas around the CGC as well as three thoroughfares in Causeway Bay and 

Mongkok after police lay siege to Tamar Park on the 28 September.    By 

gathering in Tamar Site at different occasions, protesters shared their lived 

experience on site via face-to-face interactions and built their communal values 

through participating in protests, assemblies, lectures and/or any other self-

initiated activities.  By reimagining and reinventing public spaces, protesters 

were performing the commons and transforming them from places of civic 

gathering to civil engagement, loaded with memories of collective and embodied 

participatory experiences. 

 

                                                 
23 Details of the event: https://www.facebook.com/events/1453519758262504/ accessed December 
2017 
24 Contact improvisation is a widely used form of improvised dance that involves kinetic awareness 
and bodily interaction among dancers.  ‘Symbiotic Dance’ is a term coined by a Hong Kong dance 
and performance artist Yuenjie MARU to promote the idea ‘dance is for everyone’ by putting 
together professional dancers and people with different physical, mental and visual abilities.  
Details of the event: https://www.facebook.com/events/830983673600986/ accessed December 
2017 
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3.4  Occupy! A Re-definition of Public Spaces in Hong Kong 

 

Walking down the occupy sites in Admiralty, Causeway Bay and Mongkok25, one 

would be fascinated by the explosive creative energies.  The Lennon Wall Hong 

Kong along the staircases on the façade of one of the CGC buildings facing the 

main roadway was a wall covered with colorful post-its, upon which positive 

messages were written by countless people, and became one of the landmarks in 

the Admiralty site.  Artworks such as ‘Umbrella Man’ (a life-size figure made out 

plenty of small wooden panes), ‘Umbrella Tree’ (an installation made of metal 

barricades and broken umbrellas collected in Admiralty after 28 September 2014) 

and ‘Umbrella Patchwork’ (a canopy made of fabrics from broken umbrellas 

collected), made by young artists and art students, contributed to the movement’s 

visual identity.  Roads were covered with chalk drawings or patterns made with 

tape.  Workshops making gadgets or origami with umbrella motifs were 

everywhere and joined by occupiers of different ages.  Besides, there were 

colourful banners and objects of great aesthetic appeal. Copies of hand-drawings, 

graphics and mini-posters were hung up and pasted everywhere.  There were also 

installations that showed vernacular creativity by adapting various ways of using 

public spaces.  For example, there were barricades made of Mills barriers, road 

signs, wooden pallets, bamboo, broken umbrellas, the police’s barrier tapes or 

other found objects.  Last but not least, these place-making practices, which were 

mostly self-initiated and self-organised, demonstrated kindness and sympathy 

among protesters, instantiating a ‘utopian’ community. 

 

In contrast to more conventional forms of protest such as rallies, protesters in the 

occupy sites developed different tactics of demonstration.  For example, in 

Admiralty, there were lots of banners hung vertically instead of horizontally on 

the high flyovers connecting the Underground station to the Tamar site.  Such an 

arrangement made good use of the architectural space and allowed more space 

for other banners to be displayed.  On the other hand, in Mong Kok and 
                                                 
25 On the PRC’s National Day Holiday (1 October 2014), a small group of protesters occupied part of 
Canton Road in Tsim Sha Tsui (TST), a popular shopping area for mainland tourists.  The site did 
not receive much support and the occupation last only 3 days.  Anti-occupy mobs raided the  TST, 
Mongkok and Causeway Bay sites on 3 October.  Protesters decided to retreat from TST and then 
join forces with other occupiers in other sites.  Also the Admiralty site once extended to the 
neighbourhood Wanchai and Central areas but those occupied roads were then evacuated by the 
police on 14 October. 
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Causeway Bay where the occupy sites were close to grassroots living spaces, 

banners or posters were mostly hung horizontally overhead or strung up on 

lamp-posts between the pavement and occupied roads to serve as barriers.  

Drawings, printed posters, handwritten notes, etc were posted on buildings’ outer 

walls, fences, flowerbeds, and any other possible surfaces, and countless chalk 

drawings or writings were made on the ground.  These forms of protest exhibited 

a diversity of expression on both personal and collective levels and served as 

conduits for creativity. 

 

  

(left: Vertical banners hung on the flyover in Admiralty; right: Posters hung overhead and 
between pavements and occupied road in Causeway Bay) 

 

The occupied roads were also turned into ‘villages’ filled with camping tents and 

other community facilities such as study rooms, temples and chapels.  Occupiers 

even put the names of their ‘villages’ or ‘estates’ on tents to identify themselves26.  

First-aiders, defenders at the borders of occupied sites, teachers, etc were 

volunteering on a self-initiated basis.  There were often food and drinks, daily 

necessities, protective equipments and medical supplies such as umbrellas, face 

masks and saline solution, donated by anonymous supporters and kept well in 

various supply stations.  Recycling stations had even more detailed 

categorizations of waste to process than the government.  Charging stations were 

available for mobile phones and electronic devices.  There was also a farm in 

Admiralty built upon a small patch of barren grassland27, and edible plants such 

as tomatoes, Chinese kale and herbs were grown by urban farmers in the 

                                                 
26 The Umbrella Movement Tents Population Census project compiled a list of 689 named tents 
founded in Admiralty site: 
https://www.facebook.com/umbrellacensus/posts/1573828666180361:0 accessed December 2017 
27 http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1029225, accessed December 2017 
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Mongkok’s roadside flowerbeds.28  Public toilets deserted by contract cleaners 

were stocked with an abundant supply of toiletries.  In Admiralty, smokers set up 

a ‘breathing area’ at a hidden corner, with lighters, DIY ashtrays, even cigarettes 

for sharing.  All these facilities did not appear within a day or two, but were 

evolving from their temporary forms made by found objects to more tailor-made 

or carpentered structures constructed by self-organised volunteers.  For example, 

in Admiralty, some bridges were first made with pallets or plastic road barriers 

and later on improved and made safer with carpet and bamboo handrails.  Some 

design students made a few desks on the concrete median at the foot of a flyover 

in Admiralty; a high school student helper was then joined by some retired 

workers as they cobbled together a 50-seat study corner by recycling some 

discarded furniture. The study corner later on offered wifi and was powered by 

solar, wind and bicycle generators set up by volunteers.  Libraries had also been 

set up one after another in the 3 occupy sites using polyfoam boxes or disposed 

furniture.  The Emperor Guan Temple (關帝廟) was also set up to protect the 

protesters from the disturbance caused by both the gangsters and the police with 

respects to folk belief.29  These amenities appeared in a self-initiated and organic 

manner; some were managed by the person who started it while some were 

joined or even taken over by other volunteers on site.  They were built based on 

the needs of occupiers and improved by vernacular creativity contributed by 

members of the Occupy community.  By adapting available materials and found 

object, occupiers developed a sense of mutual support.  Building even better 

amenities than the government, occupiers not only showed their goodwill but 

also their dissatisfaction with the present.  The well-being within the occupied 

                                                 
28 http://www.inmediahk.net/node/very-mk-nathan-road-farming-very-mk, accessed December 
2017 
29 The placing of Emperor Guan Temple in Mongkok is especially intriguing because Emperor Guan 
symbolises loyalty, righteousness, and warriorship, and therefore is both worshipped by the 
gangsters and the police.  In folk culture, it is disgraceful and disrespectful to dismantle the altar or 
temple casually.  The Emperor Guan Temple was first set up at one end of the occupied site in 
Mongkok near Mong Kok Road.  A clean-lady who called herself ‘Ah Goo’ (阿姑) placed an Emperor 
Guan statue there after some gangsters were attacking the occupiers on 3 October evening and 
night.  She appreciated the student protesters’ courage in defending against the violent attack and 
believed that Emperor Guan could repel both the gangsters and the police. (Ming Pao, 2014)  After 
the police’s attempt to clear the Mongkok’s occupation on 17 October, the temple was set up again 
in the middle of the downscaled site near Shantung Street.  A man called ‘Hobbit’ (哈比) claimed to 
take care of it.  Mongkok is said to be a grassroots district with an unruly mingling of good and evil, 
and therefore the Temple appeared to be highly site-specific.  The Emperor Guan Temple was one 
of the most popular spots in the Occupy Movement, and there were often worshippers who prayed 
by lighting incense sticks or laying food, etc. 
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site served as a criticism of the local government’s incompetence in improving 

their livelihood and building a better society.  From this perspective, occupation 

as a means of protest offered time and space for occupiers to develop a sense of 

community.  The collective and continual effort of building shared resources and 

perfecting them illustrated how occupiers were performing the commons in the 

process of protests.  Performing the commons was not only the means of protest, 

but also its end. 

 

  

 

(‘Emperor Guan Temple’ in Mongkok which evolved from a statue to an altar and then a 
temple set up in the middle of the occupied site.  Worshippers often prayed by lighting 
incense sticks and/or laying food, etc in the belief that the God would protect the 
protesters and appall both the gangsters and the police.) 
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(The evolution of the study corner in Admiralty: from a few designer desks built on 
concrete median on the road to furnished by recycled wooden pieces carpentered by 
volunteers and partly powered by solar and wind generator.) 

 

 

3.5  Artists and the Commons in Public Space 

 

If we look back to 2006 and 2007, the Star Ferry and Queen’s Pier conservation 

campaigns marked a watershed in post-Handover social movements in Hong 

Kong.  The Star Ferry Pier and Queen’s Pier were part of the Edinburg Place 

cluster by Central’s waterfront and they are both saddled with profound historical 

significance, as they were the flashpoint of the 1966 Riots as well as being the 

arrival and departure point of British royalties and governors during colonial 

times.  The HKSAR government decided to demolish and relocate the two piers 

for land reclamation despite the controversy over the hidden agenda and the 

demand for preserving the sites as cultural heritage.  In the summer of 2006, 

artists Kith Tsang Tak Ping,  Ger Choi Tsz Kwan and their students from a public 

art workshop formed a group titled We Art Society (我們就是社會) and organised 

weekly performance art events in the Star Ferry Pier from September onwards to 
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raise public awareness of the issue and some protesters even stormed the 

construction site so as to stop the bulldozers demolishing the site and the 

symbolic Clock Tower.  Their statement wrote: ‘we choose to create art 

continuously, not aiming to be “seen”, but to disseminate self-awareness, so that 

we can conserve history.’30   

 

In April 2007, an activist group Local Action seized the Queen’s Pier before it was 

fenced off for demolition, and occupied the space for 97 days till August when the 

police evicted them.  As activists-cum-scholars Yun-chung Chen and Mirana M 

Szeto put it in their account of the movement, the Queen’s Pier conservation 

campaign witnesses a shift in forms of protest from short-term creative actions in 

‘protestival’ to occupation as a means of ‘reclaim[ing] our city for future 

generations of Hong Kong in its ‘neocolonial and neoliberal’ contexts.  For Chen 

and Szeto, the campaign sought to reclaim the original Edinburg Place as a civic 

space, the piers as living sites of colonial history, a ‘multicultural space’ lived by 

the local and foreign workers, a site of resistance against the ‘landscape of power,’ 

as well as the ‘politics of emancipation’ by ‘demanding the decentralizing of the 

decision-making process in urban development.’ (Chen & Szeto 2017)  The import 

of these claims was further demonstrated in the Umbrella Movement. 

 

Chen and Szeto suggest that by reclaiming public space through direct action31 of 

occupation, ‘the activists could expose the collusion and unjust consolidation of 

political and economic power under neoliberal regimes,’ and occupation could 

thereby contribute to the ‘building of civic and political subjectivity in a context of 

growing political repression.’ (ibid, 80-81)  The most immediate effect of the Star 

Ferry and Queen’s Pier conservation campaigns on contemporary artists in Hong 

                                                 
30 Translated by the author from Chinese in original: ‘我們選擇持續進行藝術創作，因為目的不單只

於一時三刻的「被看見」，更希望歷史保育的自覺性能夠散播出去。’ from 
http://wearesociety.blogspot.hk/2006/09/ accessed December 2017 
31 As defined in Footnote 28 in Chapter 1, ‘direct action’ broadly refers to collective action 
participated by protesters to make social changes instead of using a representative approach.  The 
tactics of direct action employed in the 1999 Seattle World Trade Organization (WTO) protests had 
inspired activists worldwide.  Some of the protests against economic globalization during the WTO 
conference were loosely organised together under the Direct Action Network (DAN), a 
confederation of anti-corporate, anti-authoritarian and anarchist affinity groups, collectives, and 
organisations in the USA.  The protests successfully disrupted the meetings by blocking streets and 
intersections downtown, preventing delegates from reaching the convention centre, where the 
meeting was to be held.  The direct action staged by South Korean peasants during that WTO 
meeting in Hong Kong in 2005 also inspired some local activists who led direct actions in the Star 
Ferry and Queen’s Pier conservation campaigns and Anti-XRL protests. (Ip 2010, 17-18) 
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Kong was the emergence of a series of public space movements.  In 2008, Times 

Square, a major shopping centre and office tower complex, attempted to stop 

people lingering in the public area on ground level.  When news reports exposed 

the complex management's illegal dealing in renting the piazza for commercial 

use, a number of artists responded by staging performances in these originally 

designated public zones.32  Wearing aprons that together spelled ‘This’ Is’ Public’ 

Space,’ (此／乃／公／共／空／間) Kith Tsang and his friends wandered very 

slowly in the piazza, reading from books in their hands.  Sanmu Chen Shisen, 

Mok Chu Yu and their fellow artists presented spontaneous performance art 

events at the piazza alongside other local and international artists including 

myself.  Meanwhile, the theatre group FM Theatre Power invited artist-friends 

and the public to join ‘FreeZE Time. Square Reborn’ (凍結時代。廣場復活), a 

collective act of individually maintaining minute-long poses simultaneously33.  

Lee Kit and his friends sat on Lee's signature hand-painted checker cloth and 

picnicked in the piazza.34  Jaspar Lau Kin Wah and Jessie Chang organised 

‘Chie! – Culture Sieges Politics’ (斷估唔拉)35, an exhibition project, part of which 

‘Hijacking Times Square’ (騎劫時代廣場) called for leisure activity proposals at 

the site36.  Lastly, Luke Ching Chin Wai conducted unofficial guided tours of the 

‘Art, Times, Square: Exhibition of Works by Sui Jianguo’ (藝術•時代•廣場──隋建

國作品展) presented by Times Square.  Ching invited Szeto Wah, a prominent 

politician and key figure in supporting democracy movement in Mainland China, 

to interpret Sui’s sculpture with reference to the June Fourth Incident in Beijing 

(1989).37  The privately managed public space of Times Square piazza was 

transformed into a place of civic gathering with playful and sometimes politically-

                                                 
32 The first public discussion about the issue was raised in the Commercial Radio 1 programme ‘On 
a Clear Day’ (在晴朗的一天出發) on 25 and 26 February 2008.  Other mass media followed up the 
news story later on.  
33 Video documentary of the action posted by one of the key FM Theatre members: 
https://youtu.be/9IWIDu0b3hs, accessed December 2017  
34 Around 10 artists including Lam Tung Pang, Lee Kit, Leung Po Shan Anthony, and Ching Chin 
Wai Luke had a picnic on Lee Kit's hand-painted cloth on the floor of Times Square piazza: 
http://peppeppep.wordpress.com/2008/03/05/, accessed December 2017 
35 The exhibition was presented by Para Site Art Space as part of the ‘Para Site Art Space-Hong 
Kong Jockey Club Curatorial Training Programme’ and took place in Osage Kwun Tong, 15 March – 
27 April 2008. The project’s website: http://ch-i-e.blogspot.hk/. Awards were presented on 6 April 
2008 at the Times Square piazza: http://www.inmediahk.net/node/315228; both webpages  
accessed December 2017 
36 The Project’s website: https://hijackpublicspace.wordpress.com/, accessed December 2017 
37 Luke Ching’s account of this project: http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1000782, accessed 
December 2017 
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charged guerrilla performances that attracted people’s attention to the place and 

the controversy.  These actions attracted frequent police and security guard 

questioning, but with close public attention on the matters at hand, these art 

events happened one after another, until the government finally filed suit against 

Times Square for its illegal rentals.38 

 

 

(Kith Tsang and his friends wandered very slowly in the Times Square piazza, reading 
from books in their hands, 30 March 2008) 

 

A few more examples illustrate the artists’ increasing awareness and exploration 

of the potentiality of the commons and place-making in Hong Kong.  In 2009-

2010, a series of protests were organised to oppose the Guangzhou-Hong Kong 

Express Rail Link (XRL) and the destruction of Choi Yuen Village.  Inspired by 

the Korean farmers’ highly ritualised protest during the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) meetings in Hong Kong in 2005, the Post 80s Anti-XRL 

Group, which consisted of 80s-born activists and artists, staged a series of 

Satyagraha Walks across 5 districts in Hong Kong within 4 days, finally 

culminating in continuous walking around the LegCo building in Central as the 

                                                 
38 For a fuller account of related events: ‘Public Issues: Visual Arts and Public Space Issue.’ Hong 
Kong Visual Arts Yearbook 2008. The Chinese University of Hong Kong. 2009. 
http://hkvisualartsyearbook.org/details/32570; Leung, Po shan Anthony; Denizen, Seth. 
‘Privatising Public Space: Times Square Incidents in Hong Kong.’ Asia Art Archive. 2015. 
https://aaa.org.hk/en/ideas/ideas/privatising-public-space-times-square-incidents-in-hong-kong; 
both webpages accessed December 2017  
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law was about to pass in the chamber.  They kneeled down and touched the 

ground with their heads every 26 steps (to symbolise the 26-kilometer length of 

the rail link), accompanied by percussion.  Their actions had widely attracted 

local and international media coverage, as well as participation of local 

community members.  Images of the walk went viral on the internet via social 

media like Facebook and Twitter.  The protest extensively and affectively reached 

the public on street levels too with their live actions and alerted them to the 

greater anti-XRL movement.39 

 

When the Beijing Government’s detained Mainland dissident artist/activist Ai 

Weiwei in March 2011 on his way to Hong Kong, local artists showed deep 

anxiety over the loss of free speech under PRC’s rule.  An anonymous activist 

named ‘Graffiti girl’ stencilled an image of Ai and the catchphrase ‘Who’s afraid of 

Ai Weiwei 誰怕艾未未’ on outer walls of buildings in commercial and shopping 

areas, aiming to publicise the case to Mainland tourists and bankers who were 

not aware of it. (Yip 2011)  The police’s high-profile investigations triggered other 

similar actions.  For example, the use of flashlights to project a giant image of Ai 

Weiwei onto the facades of the headquarters of Hong Kong Police Force and the 

PRC People’s Liberation Army.  A group of loosely-organised artists also called 

for a petition online and formed Art Citizens to organise the ‘423 Art Citizens 

March.’  Instead of taking to the street on the Hong Kong side as usual, the march 

was deliberately routed via Nathan Road and Canton Road on the Kowloon side 

so as to reach out to local shoppers and Mainland tourists, and ended at The 

Flying Frenchman (aka The Freedom Fighter) sculpture in Hong Kong Cultural 

Centre piazza by the waterfront.  About 2,000 artists unprecedentedly took to the 

street with their paintings, sculptures, banners, musical instruments, 

performances, protest objects, etc.40  Later on, in 2012, The Pawn Restaurant, 

operating in a listed heritage building, attempted to stop people from having their 

own food on the rooftop, which is their privately managed public space. The 

Police Emergency Units were even called to enforce these regulations.  In 

                                                 
39 Campaign statement: http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1005408 accessed December 2017 
40 For a fuller account of the Art Citizens March and related stories, please refer to my 
autoethnographic text: wen yau. ‘Artists Taking to the Streets! – 423 Art Citizens March and its 
Revelations.’ Hong Kong Visual Arts Yearbook 2011, HK: The Department of Fine Arts, The 
Chinese University of Hong Kong. 2012, pp.16-49 
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response, artists sent out an online open call for a collective act of water drinking 

instead of eating on the rooftop.41   

 

  

(423 Art Citizens March: artists took to street with their musical instruments, sculptures, 
painting and protest objects, 23 April 2011) 

 

Then there was Occupy Central, which took place at the Hongkong and Shanghai 

Banking Corporation (HSBC) headquarters from October 2011 to September 

2012 and echoed the Occupy Wall Street movement protesting against the social 

and economic inequality.  The 2011-2012 Occupy Central involved a group of 

young artists and activists and other like-minded people who joined later on 

during the course.  During their occupation, they lived together in the piazza 

beneath the HSBC building, with tents, a kitchen-diner, a living room, 

bookshelves, recycling stations, and so on set up there.  From time to time, there 

were workshops, screenings, concerts, food sharing and numerous discussions for 

consensus-building and decision-making.  Their refusal to indulge simplistic 

news coverage made them a lot less popular than the Anti-National Education 

and Occupy Tamar campaign.  Yet, co-living for 11 months there, they had 

earnestly performed ‘commoning’ and put it into real practice.  The core 

members later on settled down in an ‘community co-run space’ Store 3, 2 Tak 

Cheong Lane (德昌里 2 號 3 號舖)42 in Yau Ma Tei and a pay-as-you-wish 

                                                 
41 The event titled ‘Public Activity on The Pawn’s rooftop: surprisingly impossible picnicking 
experience’ (【和昌大押天台公共活動】出奇地不可能的野餐體驗) was initated by a writer 
nicknamed Choman and her friends, and took place on 31 March 2012.  Facebook event: 
https://www.facebook.com/events/379827385371882/; also news story:  
https://hk.news.appledaily.com/local/daily/article/20120401/16210550; both webpages accessed 
December 2017. 
42 Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/takcheonglane/  
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community kitchen ‘So Boring’ (蘇波榮).43  A few days before the final eviction of 

the Occupy Central protesters in the piazza, HSBC forcefully ousted the annual 

Hong Kong Social Movement Film Festival that was scheduling a screening in the 

site.44  The HSBC have tightened security control after the evacuation of Occupy 

Central from their grounds and filed an injunction to forbid 20 ‘accused’ persons 

from entering its public space.45  In response to these measures, more than 10 

masked and anonymous artists appeared one evening at the plaza to perform 

plein-air drawing, leaving the outsourced security guards bewildered.  In these 

events or campaigns, the notion of the commons has been developed, especially 

among the local artists in the past decade.  Artists have also assumed the role of 

public intellectual (Becker 2009) when controversies over the commons arise, 

and use art and their performative practices to mediate the issues and engage the 

public in further discussion.  While the idea of ‘the artist as public intellectual’ 

will be further investigated in the next chapter, I would like to delve briefly into 

how the artist practically copes with and enacts the notion of the commons in the 

chaotic co-living situations during the Umbrella Movement. 

 

 

3.6  The Dark Side: Micro-politics of Occupation 

 

The community in the occupy sites appeared to be an idyllic ‘utopia’ filled with 

love and peace, but civil engagement is more than performing self-discipline and 

mutual support.  When the roads were occupied and free from conventional rules 

and governmental control, there were debates among occupiers about the 

contentious notions of ‘public’ and the commons, as well as the use of public 

space.   Anti-occupiers (the so-called ‘blue ribbons’ in opposition to ‘yellow 

ribbons’ used by the pro-democracy camps) were questioning the legitimacy of 

occupying public space for the purposes of protest.  In the Mongkok or Causeway 

Bay sites which were set in grassroots residential areas, sometimes I saw people 

                                                 
43 So Boring was first founded by 9 young people in 2013 at Store 7, 2-6 Tak Cheong Lane, and co-
run by the Tak Cheong Lane Vegetarian Co-operative (德昌里素食合作社) who were stationed in 
Store 3, 2 Tak Cheong Lane.  The food stall moved out from the original location for a rent increase 
and is currently housed in Store 3, 2 Tak Cheong Lane. Facebook page: 
https://www.facebook.com/wearesoboring/ accessed December 2017. 
44 Statement from the Festival organiser, v-artivist: http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1014408  
45 For details: http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1014457 accessed December 2017. 
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with different or even opposite views sat down in a mutually respectful way 

discussing social politics in Hong Kong.  But most of the time, there were quarrels 

that could not be easily settled.  Protesters were restless after gangsters raided the 

occupied site and assaulted the peaceful occupiers flagrantly during the first week 

of occupation.46  Even among occupiers of different camps, conflicts erupted.  For 

example, the right-wing localist activists vilified some other more left-wing 

activists as ‘leftards’ (or 左膠 in Chinese) by making posters and starting flame 

wars on social media.  There were also turf wars where some groups fought to 

mark their ‘territories’ in the occupied site.  These were all forms of real-life 

politics that reared their unwieldy heads when we were immersed in imaginings 

of utopia. While we were dreaming of ‘real universal suffrage’, what could we do 

to practically contend with these real-life politics in the site of protest? 

 

One example that could best illustrate the complexity of opening up the use of 

public space was a street party called ‘Possibilities of Occupy: Mongkok New 

Village Opening’ (佔領的更多可能—旺角新邨 opening) initiated by activist Jaco 

Chow Nok Hang and his friends.  On 9 October evening, there was hotpot dinner, 

candyfloss-making, mahjong games and table-tennis setup on Nathan Road, 

aiming to ‘emancipate the street from public order and explore different 

possibilities of using public space.’47  The event stirred up storms of controversy.  

Some occupiers warned that these carnival-style actions or entertainment would 

‘damage the movement’s image’ and reduce others’ alertness to gangsters and 

police operations.  Some even besieged the hotpot and table-tennis and 

threatened the gamers by yelling.  People were debating whether this was allowed 

                                                 
46 On 3 October 2014 late afternoon, a mob raided the occupied site in Mongkok and forcefully tore 
up the marquees and tents set up by the occupiers while the policemen lined up to reopen certain 
parts of the occupied roadway.  The Anti-occupiers confronted and assaulted the occupiers but the 
police were apathetic and even let the assailants leave the site through special passagse.  There were 
also similar incidents in Causeway Bay.  Pro-democracy protesters, supporters and occupiers were 
shocked by the gangsters’ flagrant violence, and saw the police collaborating with triads, though the 
police denied such accusations.  The HKFS decided to call off the planned talks with the 
government on political reforms.  Clashes persisted till the next morning.  12 or more people plus 6 
police officers were injured, while 19 people were arrested. (AP, 2014; InMediaHK, 2015)  Fear and 
a strong sense of anxiety spread among occupiers and members of the public as the mob threatened 
to come back and raid other sites too.  Clashes between the ‘yellow-ribbon’ pro-democracy 
protesters and the ‘blue-ribbon’ counter demonstrators happened from time to time during the 
Occupy Movement.  Such antagonism will be further discussed in the next Chapter on the 
performative tactic of protest and resistance. 
47 From the project statement on Facebook event: 
https://www.facebook.com/events/703602843068553/ accessed December 2017. 
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or not and nobody claimed to own these facilities actually.  Reporters were 

looking for sensationalistic stories about the dispute, and policemen were waiting 

for a chance to intervene.  I was squeezing through the crowd, documenting the 

quarrels and wondering what to do.  There I saw Vangi Fong, a young artist who 

had been actively involved in community work in recent years and set up a ‘chit-

chat corner’ in the Mongkok occupied site.  She was trying to mediate the dispute 

over the ping-pong table.   No consensus could be reached between different sides 

because the ownership of the table was unknown.  A gang was shouting 

ferociously in the outer circle and attempted to provoke hostilities.  A magic 

moment happened when someone proposed to fold up the table and keep it aside 

as an exit solution.  Vangi suddenly placed her ‘chit-chat corner’ (吹水區) 48 

nearby and suggested that others sit down for a chat.  Policemen came to ‘help’ 

but were not received by anyone.  The outraged gang had gone as soon as people 

started a discussion.  The group indeed stayed behind for a chat until 4am.  

According to Vangi, the discussion enabled participants to understand different 

points of views on the uses of public space, concerns over communal living in the 

occupied site and what kind of democracy they were looking for.  This story 

showed me that civil engagement is not an exercise directed by the authority but 

facilitated by the people’s open dialogue and committed deliberation, which is 

much needed in the development of civil society. 

 

  

(The birth of a civil society: a dispute over the use of public space in Mongkok occupy site 
turned into a committed deliberation. photo on the right courtesy of Vangi Fong) 

 

                                                 
48 ‘吹水’ is a slang widely used in Hong Kong.  It means ‘shooting the breeze’ or casual chatting 
without a topic or boundary in general.  The slang also refers to speaking in an exaggerated manner.   
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Conflicts could not be resolved overnight, especially in Mongkok which is a 

grassroots district riddled with ambiguities and ambivalences.  There were 

militant protesters at the northern end of the site prepared to pick a fight with the 

police or anti-occupiers.  There was also a college teacher hosting a daily forum 

‘Democracy Groundwork’ (小麗民主教室) on different social topics, encouraging 

people with different political views to opine and debate openly.49  There were 

‘big brothers’ combatively policing around to make sure the site was ‘in order’.  

There were also some artists and art enthusiasts gathered at the southern end of 

the site, putting up a library, a chill-out area, a chit-chat corner, etc.  On behalf of 

the Woofertening Group50, Vangi also organised the ‘Pick It Good! Super Occupy 

Cottage Design Competition’ (拾德好！超級佔領小屋設計大賽) there which 

invited the public to use recycled materials to build their own cottages in 

Mongkok occupied site51.  In the face of sky-high housing prices in Hong Kong, 

the project aimed to articulate housing as a human right in the pro-democracy 

Umbrella Movement.  At the time of launching the project, there was much 

uncertainty in the air after the mob raids, so most were hesitant to set up new 

tents.   

 

                                                 
49 Lau Siu Lai, a sociology lecturer at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University's Hong Kong 
Community College, founded ‘Democracy Groundwork’ (小麗民主教室) during the Umbrella 
Movement. (https://siulai.hk, accessed 2017) She won a seat in the LegCo 2016 election, 
representing the Kowloon West geographical constituency but was disqualified by the local 
government one year afterward for her controversial oath-taking manner according to the NPCSC’s 
additional interpretation of Basic Law Article 104 concerning oath-taking by public office holders.  
There were 5 other lawmakers disqualified by the court order in October 2016 and July 2017. 
50 The Woofertening Group (活化廳繼續工作小組) was a working group formed by Vangi Fong, 
Roland Ip and Lee Chun Fung.  The group was an extension of Woofer Ten, which was established 
in 2009 by Jaspar Lau Kin Wah, Luke Ching Chin Wai, C&G (Clara Cheung and Gum Cheng), Kwan 
Sheung Chi, Edwin Lai, Law Man Lok, Lee Chun Fung, wen yau, Wong Wai Yin and Cally Yu and 
was chosen by Hong Kong Arts Development Council (HKADC) to run the community-based 
Shanghai Street Art Space in Yau Ma Tei (in Mongkok neighbourhood) after its biennial open call 
for proposal.  In 2011, Woofer Ten was first planned as a 2-year project and then passed on to Lee 
Chun Fung who intended to continue the project with other friends.  In 2013, the second 2-year 
contract completed and the HKADC decided to have another group Centre for Community Cultural 
Development (CCCD) to operate the Space.  Lee, Fong and Ip who was running Woofer Ten at that 
time, decided to stay behind and squat in the Space in the name of Woofertening Group so as to 
protest against the HKADC’s short-sightedness of community art policy which implicitly discourage 
an art group from running a community-based project on a long-term basis. 
51 Facebook event: https://www.facebook.com/events/720461218035773/; ‘Pick it Good!’ was first 
a project co-curated by Vangi Fong at Woofer Ten and C&G Artpartment in 2013: contestants 
picked unsold stocks from stalls when the Lunar New Year Fair closed and created mobile 
installations for a parade on the 7th day of Lunar New Year in Mong Kok and Yau Ma Tei 
neighbourhood – more details: https://www.facebook.com/events/486765711382835/; 
http://wooferpost.blogspot.hk/2013/09/blog-post_4856.html  all webpages accessed December 
2017. 
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Building one’s own cottages was intended not only to prompt each person to 

imagine the conditions of his/her dwelling, but also to bring forward the idea of 

communal living in the site.  Within a few days, ‘cottages’ were built with waste 

cardboard and carton boxes, bamboo, disused PVC banner, canvas, strings, tapes, 

found furniture, etc.  In the process of building these cottages, a passer-by 

construction worker volunteered to teach and help.  Some people also offered 

materials that might be useful to the contestants too.  Instead of making sought-

after luxury condos, the contestants made cottages on a small scale with practical 

functions for resting and unwinding, just like other amenities in the occupied 

sites.  Kacey Wong, an artist who was trained in architecture and had been very 

vocal about his art activism in recent years, served as a judge in the competition 

and examined the cottages with the contestants on 10 Oct evening, a day after the 

controversial street party.  At the stroke of midnight, a mob of around 40 to 50 

reportedly raided the area where the cottages were set. They announced that they 

were there to combat the ‘leftards’ for their carnivalesque actions and to 

dismantle the ‘cottages’.  On the same night, a group of students did an outdoor 

screening in  the Mongkok site of Ann Hui’s movie ‘Ordinary Heroes’ (千言萬語, 

1999), a film profiling Hong Kong social movements in the 1980s. Events there 

were also halted by an ‘anti-leftards’ gang52 that eventually left after being 

dissuaded by some other occupiers.   The next morning, the cottages were found 

destroyed.   In a dignified statement, Woofertening Group emphasised the non-

carnivalesque nature of the project and pledged for non-violence and respect for 

everyone’s equal right to freedom of opinion and expression.   It also stressed the 

role of art in creating dialogues through generating the exchange of different 

ideas and facilitating understanding. (Woofertening Group 2014) 

 

                                                 
52 The story was told by a young filmmaker Siuyea Lo: http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1027154, 
accessed December 2017. 
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(One of the Occupy Cottages in the Design Competition was destroyed by the ‘anti-
leftards’ gang on 11 October 2014; photo courtesy of Woofertening Group) 

 

As the government was playing a waiting game instead of taking further 

confrontational actions to evacuate the occupiers, the influence of occupation on 

ordinary lives became more apparent to neighbouring shops and inhabitants.  

Vangi and her friends also initiated the ‘Occupy and Shop Local’ (佔領撐小店) 

campaign at the beginning of the occupation53.  They decided to map independent 

local restaurants and some retail stores in Mongkok online and on a giant map 

presented in the occupied site in order to show support to local shops vis-à-vis 

corporate-run stores that monopolised the market.  They also sought to foster 

community relations.54.  The map comprised of their research findings as well as 

‘civil nomination’ by the public.  There were also similar projects on Facebook 

trying to promote small shops affected by the occupation55, but the ‘Occupy and 

Shop Local’ campaign was more committed to fieldwork in the local community.  

With the aid of some volunteers, they conducted a survey in November on small 

local shops in Mongkok district and the shopkeepers’ attitude towards the Occupy 

Movement.  In the light of repeated remarks made by the government and pro-

establishmentarians about the influences of occupation on the neighbourhood 

and business, the group intended to divert attention to the soaring rents that 

crippled small shops and sincerely urged landlords for rent cuts.  Inevitably, 

some pro-government media used the survey findings to reinforce the ‘disaster’ 

                                                 
53 The campaign had no English name itself but endorsed this English title made by ‘Umbrella 
Terms: A Glossary of Civil Movement in Hong Kong’ (語傘－公民運動關鍵詞索引): 
http://www.umbrellaterms.hk/main/blog/keyword-shop-local, accessed December 2017 
54 Project details: https://www.facebook.com/佔領撐小店-723975331013778/; 
http://goo.gl/AcL8a8 accessed December 2017. 
55 For example, ‘Spend to Help’ (全民幫襯受影響小商販) https://www.facebook.com/spendtohelp/; 
‘HK Shopvoultion!’ (小店撐佔領！) https://www.facebook.com/HKShopvolution both accessed 
December 2017. 



Performing Identities:  
performative practices in post-Handover Hong Kong art & activism 

 

caused by occupation.  Yet, the personal touch and interactions with the 

neighbourhood made it a strong example of how the ideals are performed 

through embodied action.  Based on their living experience and existing network 

of the Mongkok district, Vangi and her team visited local shops and the 

shopkeepers, listened to their stories and sought a solution to their problems.  

The survey did not generate formal and strictly scientific statistic data, but was a 

humble commitment to sympathise, show solidarity, and engage with ‘gaai fong’ 

(街坊, neighbours) and fellow civilians in the face of sociopolitical and economic 

inequality.  Their Facebook page which continues to share stories related to small 

local shops and related issues about economic inequality, posts that are regularly 

shared by other users, is also extending its effects beyond the occupation.  

 

 

3.7  Microutopias: Performing the Commons 

 

‘I find community work very essential.  Since the experience of 
occupation, I no longer believe in the operation of a substantial 

system.  I saw the difficulties in controlling the whole thing even with 
great effort.  For example, the Occupy campaigners might be able to 

manage Admiralty site, but not Mongkok and other sites at the same 
time.  Therefore I would rather do smaller things, such as 

interpersonal communication and conversations in everyday life.  For 
instance, I am also involved in the food stall So Boring.  It is a social 

kitchen run on a pay-as-you-wish basis which gathers people from the 
neighbourhood area to dine in public space.  When people come back, 

we will have chance to find out more and more from each other, and 
explore issues about uses of public space, food waste, etc causally.  So 

Boring offers a platform for these interactions and people from all 
walks of life can be blended together.  Even internally it takes time for 
the partners sharing the kitchen on different days to develop the right 

chemistry and settle down.  We have to keep it going, and I see 
endless possibilities of community and happenings there.’  

– Vangi Fong56 
 

As a tactic of resistance, occupation creates an unusual situation by staging 

interventions in public space.  It creates a rupture of the (unjust) operation in 

everyday life and offers an ideal alternative to the existing system.  W J T Mitchel 

traces the origin of ‘occupation’ in Latin, and points out that ‘the demand of 

                                                 
56 wen yau. Personal interview with Vangi Fong. 5 September 2015. Originally in Cantonese; 
transcript translated by the author. 
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occupatio is made in full knowledge that public space is, in fact, pre-occupied by 

the state and the police, that its pacified and democratic character, apparently 

open to all, is sustained by the ever-present possibilities of violent eviction.’ 

[emphasis in original] (Mitchell 2013:102)  Since its colonial times, Hong Kong 

has been a city of order and efficiency.  Occupation, therefore, is a temporary 

form of civil disobedience which assumes the risk of public discontent.  The ‘ideal’ 

is then the greatest moral justification in the light of public criticism.  For that 

reason, showing mutual support, keeping the places clean, working and studying 

hard and even the peaceful and dignified attitude presented by protestors under 

arrest and violent attack were often glorified.  Nonetheless, hotpot parties, 

playing table tennis and mahjong, etc were to be condemned as ‘disgraceful acts.’   

During the Umbrella Movement, I saw protesters having diverse or even 

contradictory imaginations and expectations of occupation and the commons.  

Notwithstanding the power struggles among different camps of protestors during 

the occupation, utopian ideals, however temporary, had been the essence of social 

movements in Hong Kong. 

 

  

(Banner and map of local shops in Mongkok displayed in Mongkok occupied site since 
October; photo courtesy of Woofertening Group) 

 

Occupation as a widespread form of protest worldwide exemplifies a paradigm 

shift in political mobilization from the conventional top-down model to a more 

horizontal, autonomous, self-initiated and ‘do-it-yourself’ mode of protest.  

Through a temporal and spatial rupture of the status quo and everyday life, 

occupation opens up our imagination about the possibilities of living together and 

well-being, and these possibilities are to be enacted as the means and ends of the 

protest.  David Graeber, an anthropologist and a leading activist of the Occupy 
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Wall Street movement (2011), points out that in ‘direct actions’, its ‘means and 

ends become, effectively, indistinguishable; a way of actively engaging with the 

world to bring about change, in which the form of the action-or at least, the 

organization of the action-is itself a model for the change one wishes to bring 

about.’  He then puts forward that ‘the structure of one’s own act becomes a kind 

of micro-utopia, a concrete model for one’s vision of a free society.’ (Graeber 

2009:210)  Micro-utopia indeed is a keyword in the notion of socially engaged 

art referring to ‘the immanent space of connection.’ (Blanes et al 2016:5)   In his 

theory of ‘relational aesthetics,’ Nicolas Bourriaud brings up the idea of ‘everyday 

micro-utopias’ with reference to the Situationist ‘constructed situation’, Félix 

Guattari’s micropolitics, and Karl Marx’s social interstice.  For Bourriaud, micro-

utopias denote spaces of human encounter and interactions which suggest 

possible alternatives to the status quo in the settings of everyday life instead of 

the utopian imaginary realities. (Bourriaud 2002)  Then, Carol Becker’s 

elaboration explicates how direct action by individuals can manifest one’s vision 

of a free or better society through the creation of microutopias: 

Such experiments attempt to create physical manifestations of an ideal ‘humanity’ in 

an inhuman world – interventions in a world overrun by the spectacle [...] 

Engagement is the only antidote to the spectacle. And the reinvention of public 

space is the only antidote to its disappearance [...] artists have taken on the task of 

creating microutopian interventions that allow us to dream back the communities 

we fear we have lost. (Becker 2012, 68) 

 

Indeed, the idea of ‘utopia’ itself comprises a double meaning.  Coined by Thomas 

More in his novel of the same title published in 1516, the word ‘utopia’ comes 

from the Greek ou-topos, meaning ‘no place’ or ‘nowhere’, that is, a non-existent 

society.  It also recalls another Greek word eu-topos which means a ‘good place’.  

Both suggests an imaginary ideal place inhabited by communities sharing ‘a 

common culture and way of life.’ (bl.uk, n.d.)  In the Chinese context, there is also 

the notion of ‘Great Union’ (大同) from the Confucian classic Book of Rites (禮記).  

In the Great Union, people live in a harmonious and mutually respectful way57.  

In both the Western and Chinese contexts, utopian ideals have been an imagined 

                                                 
57 ‘Grand Union’ was discussed in the Chapter 9 ‘Li Yun’ (禮運) in Book of Rites which is a collection 
of texts on social forms, governance and ceremonial rites in the Zhou Dynasty, written in the 
Warring States (戰國時代, circa 475-221 BC): http://ctext.org/liji/li-yun, accessed December 2017. 
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apotheosis to pursue in the sociopolitical realm.   The mission of the Umbrella 

Movement was to strive for democracy or real universal suffrage, but the ideal 

seemed to be an impossible aspiration as repression continued to escalate.  

Occupation is also like a mirage that is temporary by nature and subject to 

evacuation after all.  The utopia, or a free and democratic society that we aspired 

to live in, remained a figment of our imaginations, even a Debordian spectacle.  

(Debord 1970, 25)  In the face of discrepancies between the ideals and the reality, 

as well as differences among the protesters, one could seek consistency on an 

individual level.  The mission for the a free and democratic society could only be 

realised on a personal rather than an institutional level, and accomplished by the 

microutopian interventions which offered alternatives to bitter reality through 

engagement and the embodiment of an ideal humanity. 

 

Here I would like to borrow Jeffrey S Juris’ framework of studying protest 

performance on ‘macro-level’ and ‘micro-level.’ (Juris 2014)  Macro-level protest 

is used by activists ‘to make their struggles visible to a wider audience and to 

generate powerful emotions and identities.’ (ibid, 232)  In micro-level protest, 

activists embody their actions to ‘produce and disseminate diverse ideas, 

meanings and identities [...] through alternative forms, styles, and spatial 

configurations of protest.’ (ibid, 236-237)  Comparing the protest scenes from 

macro and micro perspectives, there were different kinds of tactics used to strive 

for social ideals.  On a macro level, protesters in the Umbrella Movement were 

performing an extremely self-disciplined and morally correct identity so as to 

defend the unlawful act of occupation from public critique.  Such macro-

performance was amplified by media coverage praising the politeness and 

orderliness of the protesters. 58  On a micro level, efforts were made by individuals 

to improve the conditions of communal living: provoking dialogues instead of 

hostility, facilitating understanding and sympathy, and seeking possible solutions 

to existing social problems.  This can be exemplified by the projects like ‘Pick It 

Good! Super Occupy Cottage Design Competition’ and ‘Occupy and Shop Local’ 

which aimed to engage the occupiers, the neighbourhood or even others with 

opposite viewpoints in a creative and sympathetic way as discussed above. 

 

                                                 
58 For example: Apple Daily, 2014; Dearden, 2014; Dissanayake, 2014; Timmons, 2014. 
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Macro and micro-performances oftentimes go hand in hand in social movements.  

On the one hand, macro-performances can be seen as a collective ‘frontstage’ 

presentation (Goffman 1956) which may be inconsistent with the ‘backstage’ 

characteristic of the protest per se.  Taking protest as a moral performance may 

indeed run the risk of putting ourselves on a moral high ground and hence 

assuming a superior or egoistic manner and even prompting sectarianism.  The 

anti-leftard crusade undoubtedly illustrated the complexity of the tensions in a 

movement that was publicly regarded as being ‘harmonious’.  Meanwhile, I saw 

firsthand how undemocratic decisions and undertakings were made in the name 

of the ‘common good.’  As the movement started in chaos, there was no explicit 

leadership to be claimed and even no mechanism for consensus-based decision-

making.  Procedures for participatory democracy in mass demonstrations such as 

General Assemblies and People’s Microphone used in Occupy Wall Street were 

neither prepared by the OCLP in their planning nor introduced by other 

campaigners in situ59.  For convenience, the majority of occupiers in Admiralty 

were buying food in chain stores without thinking of other options of local shops 

and the inequality caused by monopolies60.  Micro-performances by individuals, 

on the other hand, appeared to be an alternative to the macro-performances of 

collective identity.  Instead of creating colourful and spectacular scenes that 

attract people and especially media’s attention, micro-performances focus on 

face-to-face interaction, interpersonal relationship and social engagement.  

Despite their distinct natures and tactics being used, both macro and micro-

                                                 
59 In the light of occupation and occupiers under violent attack, Robert Chung, Director of 
HKUPOP, made a public call on 7 October 2014 and offered the Civil Referendum system they 
developed to resolve the problems in Hong Kong.  
https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/english/release/release1190.html  accessed December 2017.  The 
OCLP, HKFS and Scholarism proposed to host a civil referendum on 26 and 27 October 2014 on 
two motions: 1) the HKSAR government to submit public sentiment report to Beijing Government; 
2) the constitutional reform should include demolition of LegCo’s Functional Constituencies and 
civil nomination for CE elections.  The ballot had been severely criticised by the public for being too 
conservative and insignificant to the actual situation then, and the occupiers worried that the on-
site polling would cause further disturbance from both the anti-leftard and anti-occupy gangs. The 
ballot had been called off by the OCLP, HKFS and Scholarism, and this marked an open breakup 
between the student groups and the OCLP.  There were also surveys conducted by groups of 
university students on public opinions towards universal suffrage, occupation, local government’s 
countermeasures against it, exit solution of occupation, etc.  For example, Umbrella Discussion (雨
傘民意日) on 13 October 2014: https://www.facebook.com/umbrelladiscussion/; survey conducted 
by research student Alex Tang:  http://www.inmediahk.net/user/530507/post all webpages 
accessed December 2017. 
60 Admiralty is a commercial district and does not have as many retail businesses as Causeway Bay 
and Mongkok.  The shopping centre next to the occupied site outside CGC housed mostly chain 
stores on the street level and only 2 or 3 local food shops upstairs.  
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performances in Umbrella Movement aimed at social changes, striving for a 

better Hong Kong with communal values such as freedom, democracy and 

human rights.  In this sense, macro and micro-performances work together to 

serve as means and ends of the protest.   

 

From this, what is the role of an artist in developing and staging micro-

performances in a protest?  In the next chapter, I seek to further scrutinise the 

performative tactics used by artists during the Umbrella Movement, and how 

such micro-utopian interventions served as revelations in the midst of a 

seemingly insoluble deadlock. 
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4.  
Performance as a Transformative  
Tactic of Protest 
 

 

 

(Barricade outside the Chinese People's Liberation Army Forces Hong Kong Building – 
formerly the Prince of Wales Building – in occupied site in Admiralty, 9 December 2014)  

 

The Umbrella Movement was full of transformative moments: thoroughfares 

were transformed into ‘villages’ or communes inhabited by occupiers; a mass of 

unrelated protesters transformed into a dense network of social relations and 

attachments; emotions and feelings were transformed into countless pictures, 

sculptures, installations and performances throughout the time of occupation; 

anger and restlessness turned into hope, and hope turned into frustration; 

ordinary people became artists to make creative objects and images; artists 

became mediators of sociopolitical concerns, and so on and so forth.  The 

previous chapter broaches how the notion of the commons was being performed 

in the Umbrella Movement on macro and micro levels.  In this Chapter, I am 
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reviewing some actions enacted by artists including myself while probing the 

tactics adapted in these micro-performances.  Focus is made on the possibilities 

of using performative tactic to deal with difficult situations during the protest, 

and the transformative process involved in these performative practices. 

 

 ‘We somehow did this so-called creative protest… we are trying to 
make some new ways of fighting for freedom or something, and also 

we tried to sort of [bring] forward the forms of demonstrations in 
Hong Kong.’  

– wen yau1 
 

 

4.1  Conflicts, Opposition, Polarization, and Antagonism… 

 

As shown in the previous Chapter, the OCLP’s proposal for occupation as a means 

of mass demonstration coercing Beijing government into a democratic reform in 

Hong Kong was severely condemned by the local and Beijing governments as well 

as the pro-establishment camp at home.  According to Edmund W. Cheng, the 

Beijing government have begun to ‘use counter-movements as a meso-level 

reaction’ to mass social movements in recent years. (Cheng 2016) ‘Pro-regime 

protests’ organised by groups such as Caring Hong Kong Power2, Silent Majority 

for Hong Kong, Alliance for Peace and Democracy3, Justice Alliance4, Voice of 

                                                 
1 ‘Art in Social Movement, Artist Occupy Central.’ The Works. Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK). 
Produced by Yvonne Tong, Jenifer Lau, Anna Wong, Felix Chan, 8 October 2014. 
2 Caring Hong Kong Power (CHKP, 愛護香港力量) was established in 2011, in the wake of the Civil 
Party supporting foreign domestic helpers to fight for the right of abode in Hong Kong.  CHKP 
claims that its 10 core founding members are independent from political parties, and met on the 
Internet to form the group. (Sing Tao, 2011)  The group was convened by Chan Ching Sum Anna 
(aka Sum Chan, 陳淨心). Chan left the group in 2011 and founded another group Love Hong Kong 
Action (愛港行動) in the same year combating the ‘Pro-Indepdence movement’ in Hong Kong. 
3 Silent Majority for Hong Kong (幫港出聲, literally means ‘Help Hong Kong to speak out’) was 
established in 2013 to oppose the ‘Occupy Central’ movement proposed by OCLP. 
(www.silentmajority.hk) Its convener, Robert Chow, a former RTHK radio host also founded 
another group Alliance for Peace and Democracy (保普選保和平大聯盟) in 2014 which launched a 
series of protests to counter OCLP too. (http://www.sign4peacedemocracy.hk accessed December 
2017.) 
4 Justice Alliance (正義聯盟) was founded in 2013 and convened by Lee See-yin Leticia (李偲嫣).  
Lee has been an active member in various right-wing protests for National Education (2012) and 
against Sexual Orientation Discrimination Ordinance (2013), founded Alliance In Support Of Our 
Police (撐警大聯盟) and initiated the ‘Blue Ribbon Movement’ (藍絲帶運動) in 2014 before and 
during the Occupy Movement in Hong Kong. 
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Loving Hong Kong, and Defend Hong Kong Campaign5, have mushroomed since 

Leung Chun Ying took office as HKSAR’s third Chief Executive in 2012.  From 

2012 to 2014, the number of counter-mobilizations including protests, petitions, 

parades etc was multiplied by four times in abrupt fashion. (ibid, 401)  When the 

HKSAR government was launching the constitutional reform package in late 

2013, OCLP became a target of criticism for these groups and counter-

mobilization events directed at it took place from time to time.  As Cheng 

remarked, these counter-movements ‘failed to demobilise collective action and 

instead provoked radicalization.’ (ibid, 401)  

 

Radical polarization or antagonism has become increasingly evident in Hong 

Kong in recent years, as there is less and less middle ground between the pro-

establishment and pan-democrats in current political settings. (Chan 2017)  This 

was especially apparent in the course of the Occupy or Umbrella Movement in 

Hong Kong and afterward, when antagonism created a deadlock: pro-

establishment versus pan-democrats; Occupy versus anti-Occupy; left-wing 

versus right-wing; government versus the people; police versus protesters; ‘yellow 

ribbon’ versus ‘blue ribbon’; the young generations versus the old fogeys, Hong 

Kong versus China, etc.  The deployment of counter-mobilization had 

undoubtedly radicalised the opposition.  Also as described in last Chapter, 

internal conflicts within the pro-democracy camp or on-site occupiers also 

created tensions, distrust and difficult situations.  Binary opposition, especially in 

a social movement, often easily turns complex situations into simplistic 

confrontation that defies multiplicity, feasible solutions or reconciliation.  In the 

contexts of Hong Kong, can performative tactics be effectively used in 

antagonistic situations? 

 

So it was not an easy summer in 2014 when those pro-regime counter-

mobilization protests were omnipresent in Hong Kong.  As the Beijing 

government issued the ‘White Paper’ on 10 June stressing its absolute power over 

                                                 
5 Voice of Loving Hong Kong (愛港之聲) was initially a Facebook page created by businessman 
Patrick Ko (高達斌) in 2012 to show support for Chief Executive Leung Chun Ying’s administration.  
Fu Chun Chung (傅振中) and some other members left the group and founded Defend Hong Kong 
Campaign (保衛香港運動) in 2013.  Both groups often shows their support to PRC bluntly and 
adopt aggressive approaches to provoke pro-democracy protesters in demonstrations. 
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the governance and autonomy of Hong Kong6, half a million people took to the 

street during the annual 1 July rally7.  Pro-regime groups such as Alliance for 

Peace and Democracy (APD) prominently presented petition campaign and 

parade to show their blunt opposition to OCLP.  From July to August, with the 

aid of other pro-regime social organizations, numerous booths were set up in 

different corners of streets in all districts to collect signatures for ‘democracy,’ 

‘universal suffrage’ and against ‘violence’ and Occupy Central8.  Tagging OCLP as 

‘violent’ and calling the government’s pre-screening proposal for election 

‘democratic’, the Alliance nakedly put forward inexplicable and fallacious 

arguments which cornered the pro-democracy campaigners and supporters in an 

awkward way.  A staff of the OCLP office, whom I first encountered on D-Day in 

November 2013 and met again in a meeting of the Umbrella Movement Visual 

Archive and Research Collective9 in October 2014, told me later on that, she and 

her colleagues felt deeply wronged and could not find an effective way to defend 

against the nonsense until they saw my actions that summer. 

 

                                                 
6 The NPCSC determines the method of ‘universal suffrage’ in the HKSAR Chief Executive (CE) 
election starting from 2017: a nominating committee, similar to the current 1,200-member Election 
Committee for CE, will be formed to select 2 to 3 candidates for the CE election; each of the 
candidates must have the endorsement of more than half of all the members of the nominating 
committee; all eligible electors of HKSAR have the right vote for one candidate to in the CE election, 
and CE-elect will be appointed by the PRC government. Full document is available online: 
http://www.2017.gov.hk/en/decision/index.html, accessed December 2017. 
7 According to Civil Human Rights Front, organiser of 1 July Rally, 510,000 people joined the 
march, but the police estimated 98,600 participants. 
8 The signature campaign was launched on 19 July 2014.  An online campaign was launched on 2 
August 2014. 
9 Umbrella Movement Visual Archives and Research Collective (雨傘運動視覺文化庫存計劃) was 
established in October 2014 and aimed to document the vernacular creativity founded in the 
Umbrella Movement and to preserve objects made in the protest before the police’s eviction.  Its 
founding members included Sampson Wong, Clarisse Yeung and me.  About 100 volunteers were 
recruited and conducted research in the occupied sites in Admiralty, Causeway Bay and Mongkok.  I 
was excluded from the collective for unknown reasons in December 2014 and it was renamed 
Umbrella Movement Visual Archive and Research Collective (雨傘運動視覺庫存) in September 2015 
when they organised the exhibition ‘Hereafter: Objects from the Umbrella Movement’ (其後：雨傘

運動中的物件).  Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/umbrellaarchive/ accessed December 
2017. 
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4.2  More than a Prank: to Counter Counter-Protest 

 

  

‘我反佔中，因為佔中無錢派’ (I am against Occupy Central, because OC doesn’t 

pay me.)10 ‘我反佔中，因為唔駛用腦諗’ (I am against Occupy Central, because it 

means I don’t need to think.)11  In an afternoon in late July, Clara Cheung and me 
prepared a few handwritten placards and displayed them next to some APD 
booths on the streets in an enthusiastic and excited manner.  We both felt 
irritated by the APD’s red herrings and had been discussing for a while what to 
do.  Some passers-by stopped and looked at us curiously, and quite a lot of them 
smiled at us or thumbed up with a sense of humour.  Some stared at us dubiously 
for a while and heckled, ‘are you stupid (or mad) to say this?’  In the face of such 
hostile responses, we just answered cordially with a grin, ‘yes, I am anti-Occupy; I 

                                                 
10 There were stories about how Anti-Occupy protesters got paid to join the protests, and how the 
well-resourced groups which hosted the booths in different districts were subsidised by the Beijing 
government.  These stories were not supported by valid proof but were mostly taken as a open 
secret in Hong Kong.  On the contrary, OCLP depends on donations from individuals for its 
operation. 
11 The English translation encouraged people to follow the sentence pattern ‘我反佔中，因為......’ (I 
suppose not to Occupy Central, because...) in our own guerrilla protest.  The phrase ‘I suppose not 
to’ was used instead of ‘I am against’ in English version during our campaign so as to reflect the 
eccentric and incoherent style of the APD protests.  

 
(Parodic protest performance by wen yau and Clara Cheung on 30 July 2014; photo 
courtesy of wen yau/hk oic)  
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am stupid (or mad).’  Campaigners at the APD booths were usually puzzled and 

took us as their supporters at first glance.  When they were enlightened that their 

fallacy was exposed by our actions and became indefensible, they were left feeling 

embarrassed, offended or even furious in the end.  In Causeway Bay, a 

campaigner called the Police for help but the constables could not help much 

because we did not cause any annoyance or obstruction in public space.  We 

posted the pictures of our protest on Facebook and they went viral as people 

found our action deeply gratifying.  We called up friends to join us for more 

protests in the fortnight, and also encouraged other Facebook users to do similar 

actions via our newly created Facebook page ‘9 反佔中 hk oic’12.  Meanwhile, after 

a few guerrilla actions by us and some other friends, we learnt that there would 

be a large-scale parade organised by the APD on 17 August and decided to stage 

an intervention using this kind of parodic protest. 

 

Pro-regime campaigns often employed an egoistic approach in preaching to the 

public.  Their fanatical espousal of the regime’s stance with twisted and 

inconsistent reasoning often sounded ludicrous and disturbing for pro-

democracy supporters as they appropriated popular forms of protest such as 

marches and rallies for the purpose of exhibiting conformity rather than dissent.  

Performative parodic protests, as described above, seemed an apt response to this 

farce – from the feedback on our Facebook page, we found that people felt 

heartened and inspired.  How could we deploy this performative tactic in a more 

critical and constructive way, instead of merely teasing and pranking around?  

The APD named 17 August the ‘Peace and Democracy Day’ (和平普選日) and 

deliberately took the same route as the 1 July rally to stage a non-competitive 

marathon run from Victoria Park in Causeway Bay to Charter Road in Central in 

early morning, and then a march in the afternoon.   They also planned to have 

cotton tree flowers (aka ‘hero tree flower’) laid by participants at the end point to 

show ‘their desire for peace in Central as well as for universal suffrage.’ (Chan, 

2014)  This plainly intrigued us because the cotton tree in Chinese culture refers 

                                                 
12 We played around with the pun in Chinese which might mean ‘Oppose Occupy Central for 9 
Times’ or ‘Oppose Occupy Central Stupidly’ (in an offensive sense).  The English title depicts the 
abbreviation of ‘oh I see’ (oic) which is commonly used in Internet slang to express a state of 
understanding or enlightenment and subtly hints an intervention of the OC (Occupy Central).  
Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/on9AntiOC/ accessed December 2017. 
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to the righteousness of heroes and flower-laying in general refers to a memorial 

ritual.  Who could be the hero in the protest?  What should we commemorate or 

honour there?  How did peace and universal suffrage relate to these things?  After 

brainstorming, our group of about 5-6 artists decided to create a memorial statue 

as a protest object and present it next to the flower bed in Central on the ‘Peace 

and Democracy Day.’  With the aid of two sculpture students, the statue was done 

within a week: it comprises a head made with paper and painted in black, and a 

light-weight wooden pedestal painted in white.  The paper bust apparently did 

not represent anyone but a pair of wire-rim eye glasses might give a hint of the 

APD convener.  To satirise the absurdity and speciousness of the APD’s protest in 

subtle way, we decided to put a hand-written title on the pedestal: ‘反佔中英雄不

死 Long Live the Anti-Occupy Central Hero.’ 

 

 
(Intervention on the ‘Peace and Democracy Day’, 17 August 2014; photo courtesy of wen 
yau/hk oic) 
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On the ‘Peace and Democracy Day,’ we arrived at Chater Road right before the 

rally reached the end point.  Deafening music was looping there: We Are the 

Champions!13  After scouting the site, we placed the statue swiftly next to two big 

flower beds prepared by the organiser.  The APD protesters or supporters 

promptly surrounded the statue: some took pictures or selfies with it excitedly; 

the APD staff also came and photographed it.  I took the chance to hold up a 

series of placards which had been used in previous protests: ‘我反佔中，因為我都

唔知佔中係乜’ (I suppose not to Occupy Central, because I simply don’t know 

what OC is); ‘我反佔中，因為警察食環會照住’ (I suppose not to Occupy Central, 

because the Police and FEHD will protect me)14; ‘我反佔中，因為佔中太和平唔夠

暴力’ (I suppose not to Occupy Central, because the OC is too peaceful and not 

violent enough), etc.  The APD called the Police to drive us out.  We retorted that 

we were anti-Occupy and the constables answered, ‘we can see whether you are 

anti-Occupy or not.’  The Anti-occupy supporters witnessed our conversation 

with puzzlement and seized the last chance to take photos with the statue before 

it was removed.  Some even asked why we had to go.  After a dozen minutes, we 

felt that it was about time to end the drama and moved the statue to a public 

space nearby where lots of APD supporters could still drop by and make a 

pilgrimage with their cell phones or cameras.  We placed a found small carton 

box in front of the statue, and it turned out that most people were putting garbage 

in it rather than laying the ‘hero flowers’ in their hands.  Before we left in an hour 

or so, we paraded around with the statue, singing patriotic songs or the PRC 

national anthem, and the Police could only see us off at the MTR station, not 

having a proper reason to stop us.  Some reporters asked us why we were doing 

that but we did not give any serious answer.  The next day, a picture of the statue 

with its title on the pedestal appeared on a tabloid’s news headline on the top of 

                                                 
13 A worldwide popular song written by British rock band Queen first released in 1977 that has been 
widely used as an anthem for victories in sports events.  It was interesting that, like Adele, the 
Rolling Stones, R.E.M. and Neil Young who requested that right-wing populist stop playing their 
music at their campaign rallies, Queen protested against Donald Trump’s use of this song at the 
Republican Convention in Cleveland in July 2016 and claimed that they would ‘never give 
permission’ to him. (AFP 2016) 
14 FEHD stands for Food and Environmental Hygiene Department (食物環境衞生署) which 
manages the street and enforces hawker control.  The Police and FEHD were criticised for selective 
law enforcement and preferential treatment to the vast amount of APD booths on the streets during 
their month-long signature campaign. 
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another image of the mass demonstration, captioned ‘a catchword affirms that 

Anti-OC supporters are heroes.’15 

 

 

4.3  Parodic Protest as a Means of Transcending Antagonism 

 

We did not mean to fool anyone; we intend to create a rupture of the ritualised 

protest practices and to stimulate conscious reflection upon the antagonistic 

political situation.  In his discussion on political parody, Robert Hariman points 

out that ‘‘‘Parody’’ literally means ‘‘beside the song.’’ ‘‘Para’’ also can mean 

‘‘beyond’’ or ‘‘against,’’ as in parable, paradox, paranoia, and paralysis, and these 

additional senses of the term are never far away.’ (Hariman 2008, 249)  Basing 

on Mikhail Bakhtin’s literary theory, Hariman puts forward the notions of 

doubling and carnivalesque spectatorship in the process of parodic operation. 

(ibid, 253-258)  By presenting a seemingly similar yet analytically dissimilar 

action to the pro-regime protesters, our parodic protest posed a serious question 

about the motivations behind their protest, challenging arguments that had been 

repeated or even parroted countlessly, forcefully and collectively without being 

questioned.  To understand a parody as such, one needs to think beyond the 

status quo and discover the ambiguous discrepancy between the imitation or 

twisted representation and the imitated reality.   The dual meanings of the 

imitated object and the parodic imitation creates a ‘doubling’ effect and hence 

‘radical contingency’ and ‘binary reversal’ that that destabilise the hegemony of 

target discourse – in this case, Occupy Central equals violence, and the 

government’s pre-screening proposal for a one-person-one-vote election is 

democratic.  This echoes Judith Butler’s renowned theories of gender 

performativity and the parody of drag in queer identity.  For Butler, gender 

identity is constructed by hidden assumptions about the binary and asymmetric 

subject/object division, and drag performance is a parodic, subversive 

performance that exposes the contingency of such assumptions through a ‘failed 

copy’ of one’s gender and thus destabilises the substantive identity.  A ‘new 

configuration of politics’ would then emerge, as gender identity is being 

articulated by new discourses out of the binarism of sex. (Butler 1990) 

                                                 
15 Metro Daily Hong Kong, p.01, 18 August 2014. 
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Instead of staging a formal deliberation which might not work for the Anti-

occupiers’’ twisted and inconsistent reasoning, the parodic imitation in our 

protest also created a form of carnivalesque spectatorship in which ‘the parodied 

object is held up to be seen, exposed, and ridiculed, rather than discussed, 

amended, and enacted’ in a public manner. (Hariman 2008, 255)   By putting up 

a parodic imitation of the Anti-Occupy protest next to the real one, we exposed 

and ridiculed the sophistry backed by the regime and authority and engaged the 

anti-occupy supporters in rethinking their specious reasoning through symbolic 

actions16.  The symbolic statue also created a peculiar situation which confused 

the imitated through the very act of imitation.  By engaging actors in different 

camps, a parodic protest could move beyond the antagonism presumed by the 

counter-movement.  As a performance, it also served as an intervention that 

engaged the Anti-Occupy protesters to actively meditate on their confusion and 

the fallacious logic behind the march or even the whole campaign.   

 

Indeed, the parodic protest we first staged was inspired by some feminist projects 

using similar techniques.  For example, local artist Lam Hoi Sin started an online 

campaign I Need Patriarchy (2013) which invited the public to submit a photo of 

oneself holding a whiteboard with their own words ‘I Need Patriarchy because…’17  

Her project is a humorous twist of the Who needs Feminism (2012) project 

started by a group of students at Duke University and spread worldwide18.  I was 

talking to Lam then about the anonymous art and activist group Guerrilla Girls 

and their celebrated work The Advantages of Being A Woman Artist (1988)19 

which satirises the problem of gender inequality in the art field.  The dialectical 

messages deployed in these projects not only exposed the untenable logic and the 

hidden assumption of the dominant discourse, but also magnified the 

                                                 
16 As shown by various news reports, most of the participants in the Anti-occupy march did not 
know what ‘universal suffrage’ or ‘Occupy Central’ really meant, nor what the protest was about; 
some spoke with non-local accents and claimed that they came to Hong Kong for shopping.  When 
being asked the reasons why they joined the march, most of them were only parroting the APD’s 
catchwords (‘we want peace and democracy,’ ‘OC is violent,’ ‘OC will destroy Hong Kong’s 
economy,’ etc).  The protesters were also reportedly got paid by some campaigners although the 
APD denied   paying anyone to the march.  Examples of news reports: http://cablenews.i-
cable.com/ci/videopage/news/439422/; http://hk.on.cc/hk/bkn/cnt/news/20140817/bkn-
20140817160949798-0817_00822_001.html, accessed December 2017. 
17 http://ff-lgbt.tumblr.com/tagged/i_need_patriarchy, accessed December 2017. 
18 http://whoneedsfeminism.tumblr.com/; https://www.facebook.com/WhoNeedsFeminism/, 
accessed December 2017. 
19 https://www.guerrillagirls.com/19871988-projects/cfcotpvawdzbolihzfx5gv6ytsomtg, accessed 
December 2017. 
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manipulation involved in the ruling ideology.   Referring to Jacques Lacan’ 

psychoanalysis, Slavoj Žižek called such strategy ‘over-identification’ in his 

analysis of Slovenian art collective Neue Sloweniche Kunst (NSK) and their band 

Laibach’s reworking of the Queen song ‘One Vision’: ‘it “frustrates” the system 

(the ruling ideology) precisely insofar as it is not its ironic imitation, but 

represents an over-identification with it—by bringing to light the obscene 

superego underside of the system, over-identification suspends its efficiency.’ 

(Žižek 1993/2006, 66)  For Žižek, ‘over-identification’ is used as a tactic for ‘deft 

manipulation of transference’ – in psychoanalysis, transference refers to the 

process when the analysand is transferring his/her own thought and emotions to 

the analysts.  The ‘transference’ is disrupted when the analysand as ‘the Other’ 

shows that the ‘desire’ exists before the analysts making known of it.  So, the 

tactic of ‘over-identification’ is used to attack the implicit ruling ideologies 

indirectly, through an exaggerated adoption of their rhetoric.  ‘Yes, I am anti-

Occupy; I am stupid (or mad)’ — by identifying ourselves as ‘anti-occupiers’ in an 

exaggerated and an even more unreasonable manner than the ‘real’ ones, we 

showed our even more fanatic desires for conforming to and supporting the 

regime and therefore disrupted the ‘deft manipulation of transference’ enacted by 

the state.   

 

  

(A picture of the ‘Long Live the Anti-
Occupy Central Hero’ statue with its 
title on the pedestal appeared on the 
Metro daily news headline on the top 
of another image of the mass 
demonstration, captioned ‘a 
catchword affirms that Anti-OC 
supporters are heroes.’) 
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One thing that particularly and unexpectedly inspired me was the imaginative 

process of role-playing in the parodic performance.  Notwithstanding the 

playfulness of a parodic performance, imitating the anti-occupiers indeed 

required serious and thoughtful research: observing, understanding and analysis 

of their words and deeds, creating a character with imagination and analysis, the 

rehearsal of ideas, improvisation and experimentation, acting it out and re-

acting, etc.  Other than performing the character, detailed planning was also 

needed especially to prepare for different scenarios in the site of protest and 

contingency plans so that we could make split-second decisions.  These all 

involved reverse thinking.  From our appearance to written catchwords on the 

placards and on the statue, we had to put ourselves into the shoes of others and 

try to think from the perspective of the other side.  To fill in the sentence pattern, 

we had to at least imagine and think like an anti-occupier so as to make up a 

reason – which might be logical or not – for opposing Occupy Central.  This is 

what David Graeber called ‘interpretive labour’ in which the oppressed or those 

on the bottom in a social structure are always ‘thinking from the perspectives of, 

and actually caring about, those on the top.’  The victims of structural violence 

created by such ‘lopsided structures of imagination’ tend to ‘care about its 

beneficiaries,’ but not the other way round. (Graeber 2011, 51)  Violence here 

means more than physical harm it causes or the ‘systematic inequalities that are 

ultimately backed up by the threat of force.’  It also implies the ‘impossibilities of 

understanding’ the victims for those in power within an unequal system. (ibid, 

49)  Nevertheless, in response to our parodic performance, the anti-occupiers are 

tactically engaged and impelled to think from our perspective, conjecture and 

make a critical judgement about the ‘true’ meaning of our rhetoric.  Such 

reciprocal imaginative identification attained through critical engagement 

ruptures the ruling ideology that negates interpretive labour and imaginative 

identification.  For the anti-occupiers who oftentimes copy the form of protest 

from the non-establishment protesters, parodic protest may be a challenge that 

demands that they engage in such interpretive labour.  Parodic protest as a 

performative tactic, in this sense, has great potentialities for disrupting the 

structural violence imposed by the non-democratic regime and for transcending 

antagonism that runs on throughout the Umbrella Movement and afterwards. 

 



Chapter 4: Performance as a Transformative Tactic of Protest  | 

4.4  The Multitude: A Network of Social Relations 

 

 
(Protesters gathered at the Charter Road after the 1 July Rally before the ‘Rehearsal for 
Occupy Central’ took place; Scholarism’s banners read ‘無畏無懼’ (fearless), ‘民主必勝’ 
(Democracy will win) and ‘全民普選’ (universal suffrage) on site, 1 July 2014) 

 

Further to his argument, Graeber suggests that imagination enables people to 

think of ‘oneself and others as integrated subjects’ and produce ‘chaotic open-

ended network of social relations’. (ibid, 57)  Such an idea of ‘the multitude’— 

‘a network of relations of cooperation’ (ibid, 60) – echoes what I have observed 

mostly in the improvisational aspect of the Occupy or Umbrella Movement.  

Here, the notion of ‘multitude’ is being used to interpret the ‘leaderless’ network 

of the ‘many’ in an assembly.  Paolo Virno adapts the term ‘multitude’ from 

Baruch Spinoza and compares it with Thomas Hobbes’ notions of the ‘people’ in 

the opposition. For Hobbes, the premise of the people is the State, and the ‘One-

people’ is endowed with a ‘single will’. (Virno 2004, 23) In contrast, the multitude   

indicates a plurality of the ‘many’ united by ‘shared experience’ instead of the 

promise of the State. With the notion of the ‘multitude’, we might perhaps be able 

to rethink classical binaries like public/private, individual/collective, local/global.  

(ibid, 24-5) Therefore, Virno finds ‘multitude’ a better conceptual tool than the 

‘people’ to analyse contemporary public sphere.  ‘Shared experience’, in this case, 

refers to the embodied interaction and cooperation during protests.  In the 

following section, I am focusing on how such relations of cooperation were 

formed through embodied actions and kinetic interaction on site, and how these 
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improvisational performances were enacted and operated as a tactic of protest, 

especially in highly antagonistic situations. 

 

As I briefly touched on in the previous Chapter, the Occupy or Umbrella 

Movement happened in chaos after student leaders stormed the cordoned-off 

Civic Square and were arrested.  Although various attempts were made to 

rehearse or workshop the protest beforehand, no one had ever imagined the 

occupation would happen this way.  A few months before, public sentiments went 

from uncertain to volatile: local government was not responding to mass 

demonstrations20; the Civil Referendum initiated by OCLP was participated by 

almost 800,000 people and the result favoured civil nomination of CE instead of 

pre-vetting by the election committee21; the Beijing Government also repeatedly 

reiterated their authority over Hong Kong22.  Meanwhile, over a dozen months of 

exhortation showed that the OCLP was long on talk, short on action.  The success 

of the Sunflower Movement in Taiwan in which student and other civil protesters 

occupied the Legislative Yuan for more than 3 weeks to protest against a 

                                                 
20 Other than protests for a democratic reform, there were some other demonstrations in Hong 
Kong.  The most notable one is protest against the controversial Northeast New Territories 
development plan which had been around for a few years.  In June 2014, the budget for the 
development plan was being debated in the LegCo.  The $340-million funding plan was forcefully 
voted and passed with the support of the pro-establishment camp despite objections from the 
affected villagers and rounds of demonstrations against it. 
21 The Civic Referendum was an official one conducted during 20-29 June 2014 by HKUPOP per the 
commission of OCLP.  Voting methods included local off-site (mobile application or website), on-
site (14 formal and 7 subsidiary polling stations) as well as overseas on-site (1 polling station in 
Toronto).  The Referendum consisted of 2 motions: to elect 1 out of 3 universal suffrage proposals 
selected in D-day 3 (For further details, please see Footnote 11, Chapter 3); to decide whether LegCo 
should veto a government proposal which could not ‘satisfy international standards allowing 
genuine choices by electors.’  A total of 792,808 valid votes were casted.  The Alliance for True 
Democracy Proposal, which agrees to have candidates getting 1/8 votes from the nominating 
committee to enter the ‘universal suffrage,’ (ATD, 2014) was selected by majority (42.1% in total), 
and LegCo should veto a proposal not meeting international standards (87.8%) in total.  (HKU POP, 
2014) allows candidates, or by any political party which secured at least 5% of the vote in the last 
election for Hong Kong's legislative committee.  The PopVote mobile application and website for 
the Referendum was affected by large-scale targeted and sophisticated cyberattacks. (Lam 2014)  
The PRC’s Hong Kong and Macao Affairs Office of the State Council remarked that the Referendum 
was ‘illegal and invalid.’ (HKMAOSC 2014)  The HKSAR government also declared that ‘[a] civil 
referendum does not exist in the Basic Law nor in Hong Kong’s domestic legislation, and has no 
legal effect.’ (news.gov.hk 2014) 
22 The NPCSC determines the method of ‘universal suffrage’ in the HKSAR Chief Executive (CE) 
election starting from 2017: a nominating committee, similar to the current 1,200-member Election 
Committee for CE, will be formed to select 2 to 3 candidates for the CE election; each of the 
candidates must have the endorsement of more than half of all the members of the nominating 
committee; all eligible electors of HKSAR have the right vote for one candidate to in the CE election, 
and CE-elect will be appointed by the PRC government. Full document is available online: 
http://www.2017.gov.hk/en/decision/index.html, accessed December 2017. 
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proposed trade pact with Mainland China in Spring 201423 also inspired 

Hongkongers with its overwhelming scale and closer proximity to the Mainland.  

 
Before the annual 1 July Rally, HKFS and Scholarism called for a ‘rehearsal’ in 

Central where the demonstration ended.24  Hundreds of protesters joined and 

staged a sit-in protest on Charter Road, where a group of younger students 

Scholarism led another batch to the Chief Executive Office nearby and protested 

outside there overnight.  Unlike the OCLP who requested that prospective 

participants sign a letter of intent beforehand, the Rehearsal for Occupy Central 

was open to all protesters who volunteered to stay behind after the 1 July Rally.  

The criminal liability of such an act of civil disobedience was explained too.  The 

OCLP campaigners refused to join the Rehearsal as they were waiting for the 

‘right timing’ to launch the occupation and did not want to give a wrong 

impression of OCLP to the public. (Pang 2014)  More than 500 participants, 

including student leaders, pro-democracy politicians, university professors, and 

some other people were later on removed individually by the policemen the next 

morning in Charter Road.  Some people remained peaceful and linked arms and 

legs to slow down the police’s operation; some walked out on their own with the 

police, and a few of them were kicking and screaming bitterly when being 

arrested.  Some even joined the sit-in later on after being affected by their moral 

acts or witnessing the police enforcing the law unfairly there.  The whole 

clearance operation took 5 hours and 5,000 police (almost ten times the number 

of the arrested), but after all none of the arrested protesters had been charged.   

 

The sit-in was more than a rehearsal for the OCLP.  Civil disobedience had been 

quite a new idea in Hong Kong and most people had no experience of it.  Instead 

                                                 
23 The Sunflower Movement took place from 19 March to 10 April 2014 after the Cross-Strait 
Service Trade Agreement (CSSTA) was passed by the ruling Kuomintang (KMT) at the legislature 
without clause-by-clause review.  The CSSTA aimed at liberalizing trade in services between Taiwan 
and PRC.  Student protesters broke into the building of the Legislative Yuan and occupied the 
Chamber.  Mass demonstrations took place around the site of government offices in the following 
days.  Other than conventional mass media, stories about the protests in Taiwan went viral in Hong 
Kong with the widespread use of social media.  The KMT leader in Legislative Yuan promised to 
postpone the review of the trade pact until legislation monitoring all cross-strait agreements has 
been passed.  The curtain closed when protesters decided to leave the legislature on 10 April 2012. 
24 The sit-in was called Preview or Rehearsal for Occupy Central (預演佔中), initiated by Scholarism 
and Hong Kong Federation of Students (HKFS) which also took leading roles in the Class Boycotts 
(22-26 September 2014) and Reclaim the Civic Square (26 September 2014).  The Preview was 
believed to be an act of enacting a real occupation and was treated by the OCLP as a stake in a 
gamble with Beijing Government for democracy in Hong Kong. (Szeto 2014) 
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of theorizing, protesters in the Rehearsal used their bodies to demonstrate vividly 

how a civil disobedience protest could happen in Hong Kong, and how activists 

and the authority were playing the game.  There was also no threshold for 

participants, and the participants from diverse backgrounds did not know each 

other and had to improvise to build the group dynamics there.  The arrested 

protesters showed a high-profile performance of morality to express their 

demand for democracy in Hong Kong.  Indeed, a few months before this, the 

OCLP hosted a ‘Training for Non-violent Protest’, a largely frivolous role-plain 

workshop.  Also a few weeks before the student strike, competing with the police’s 

major drill over OCLP, 40 pan-democratic politicians gathered in a remote area 

to stage a rehearsal with simulated water cannons deployed by the Police.  This 

can be viewed as a macro-performance as discussed in Chapter 3.  The collective 

action in the HKFS’s Rehearsal served as a prototype of the massive non-violent 

occupation proposed by the OCLP.  The gestures of chained arms and being 

removed by the police were not new in protests in Hong Kong and had been 

repeatedly used by activists in previous protests such as Star Ferry and Queen’s 

Pier conservation campaign (2006-2007) and the Occupy Central (2011-2012) in 

the HSBC basement.  In this case, the students made this macro-performance 

available to the general public, so that they might participate in it.  Ripples spread 

across society as stories were running on mass media and social media.  People in 

general, no matter whether they for or against the idea of occupation, were forced 

to confront the magnitude of this civil disobedience protest.  After all, the OCLP 

planned to stage the ‘occupation’ on the National Day Holiday, 1 October, in a 

way rehearsed by the students.  Their absence in the Rehearsal rendered them 

irrelevant to later events. 

 

 

4.5  Collective Connectivity: Transformation of Agency 

 

The Rehearsal for Occupy Central preliminarily built ‘a network of relations of 

cooperation’ that was needed for the ‘real’ occupation that took place later on, 

though not in a way as it was first imagined.  After the Rehearsal, media were 

running stories about the sitters; participants  shared their feelings in social 

media; a book compiling writings by more than 90 of the sit-inners about their 
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embodied experience of civil disobedience was published too a few weeks later.  

These participants were from all walks of life and some of them had never been 

on the frontline in any protest.  Supporters could also imagine about the 

occupation through details of the stories told by the participants.  The moral 

appeal was amplified and further fueled the network of relations in an empathetic 

way.  Such empathetic feelings also formed the basis of mutual exchange and 

improvisation in chaotic situations.  Slowly, people – or the pro-occupiers at 

least – were prepared for a civil disobedience in a larger scale, despite the fact 

that the Occupy movement that happened later on assumed a scale and form that 

nobody could have imagined.  

 

 

(Mongkok occupied site, 22 October 2014) 

  

As recounted in the previous Chapter, student leaders stormed the Civic Square 

in the Central Government Complex (CGC) on 26 September 2014 and were 

arrested.  Even though the OCLP claimed to ‘kick off’ the campaign the day after, 

the protest swiftly went into a ‘leaderless’ mode as most protesters denied their 

leadership.  When the Occupy Movement was about to happen out of chaos, how 

was the network of protesters developed?  How does the multitude function on 

site?  In the following, I intend to borrow Susan Leigh Foster’s idea, 
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‘choreographies of protest,’ to examine how protesters develop an intersubjective 

agency through their embodied experience on site. 

 

Protesters in other conventional demonstrations such as rallies and sit-ins often 

take a more reactive role by responding to calls from protest organisers.  

However, an occupation offers a participatory experience for the protesters, who 

could take a relatively more proactive role by exercising autonomy in their 

actions.  According to Foster, ‘collective connectivity’, developed informally 

among protesters, facilitates a transformation in their own sense of agency, ‘one 

that endow[s] them with newly found freedom as individuals and as a collective.’ 

(Foster 2003, 410)  Such connectivity and sense of agency were brought forward 

in the Umbrella Movement where spontaneous and tacit improvisation played an 

essential role in opening up possibilities of activism in a chaotic and leaderless 

condition.  The police were shooting pepper spray and even tear gas excessively at 

the peaceful protesters; there was even a claim that rubber bullets were ready to 

be used for dispersing the crowds.  Trust among protesters was essential 

especially in a life-threatening situation, and bodily interaction remained the 

least intuitive form of communication.   

 

In the two days before the occupation actually happened, a mass of protesters 

dashed to the CGC to show support to the students who stormed the Civic Square 

and were arrested.  Following the call by HKFS via social media, supporters 

(including me and some friends) brought in protective gadgets such as googles, 

face masks, raincoats and umbrellas as well as saline solution and distilled water 

for pepper spray treatment.  Resource stations were set up quickly on the 

sidewalk to house these supplies.  Resource stations were set up quickly on the 

sidewalk to house these supplies.  Protesters were anxiously and spontaneously 

passing around umbrellas, raincoats and face masks to the frontline whenever the 

police appeared to stir, and self-defense was organised autonomously as the 

protesters supported one another.  Tensions in the air had been building up the 

trust and mutual exchange among protesters under the threat of arrest or 

suppression.  Such ‘collective connectivity’ also embodied a strong sense of self-

organisation among the protesters and thus reinforced cries for ‘self-

determination’ and ‘no organiser’ throughout the 79-day protests.  Such strong 
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sense of agency, on the one hand had seemingly empowered the protesters to 

freely improvise with each other even if there was no leader or commander.  On 

the other hand, the meme of ‘No Leader’ led the protest to a deadlock in decision-

making, as there was no effective mechanism to establish a consensus among all 

participants.  Leadership by established political leaders was often denied 

paradoxically under the influence of some opinion leaders using the statement 

‘There is no main stage (leader); we are the people,’ (沒有大台，只有群眾). 

 

 

4.6  Kinetic Responsiveness as Transformative Tactic 

 

This kind of spontaneous and tacit improvisation was on display throughout the 

movement, especially in various risky situations.  For example, when gangsters 

raided the occupied sites on 3 October, lots of anti-occupiers broke in too, 

clamoring and roaring at occupiers.  Occupiers would come together and encircle 

the aggressors and started to develop a tactic of singing a ‘birthday song’ – this 

ritual came from a mistake when one of the occupiers tried to use a megaphone to 

shout back at the anti-occupiers but pressed the wrong button to play the 

birthday song pre-programmed in it25.  The song confused the aggressors, 

transformed the register of the situation and effectively made them retreat 

embarrassingly with minimum effort.  This tactic was then adapted widely by 

other occupiers when a video recording of this scene went viral on the internet.  

Singing a birthday song also became a signal to alert other occupiers.  Whenever 

the song was heard, occupiers would check if assistance was needed.  So the tacit 

improvisation not merely depends on corporeality, but also the embodied 

experience of interacting with others on site that develops kinetic responsiveness 

based on a sense of collectiveness.  This kind of ‘surprise’ action reminded me of a 

group of artists and their actions during the occupation.  It inspired me to see 

how an aesthetic performance could actually be brought into full play in a social 

movement, and how the artistry of improvisation was of the utmost importance 

when such performances were called for. 

 

                                                 
25 for details: http://www.umbrellaterms.hk/main/blog/keyword-birthday-song accessed 
December 2017. 
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On 17 October, the 20th day of occupation, the police abruptly cleared the 

occupied roadways in Mongkok in the early morning, when most occupiers were 

asleep or not present.  Before noon, around a hundred people remained in a small 

section of Nathan Road, where another occupation had formed, and later on 

more and more people dashed to Mongkok in an attempt to ‘retrocede’ or re-

occupy Mongkok.  After dark, a few thousand people gathered there again after 

work while the policemen made great efforts to prevent the protesters from 

reoccupying the roads.  Pushing, shoving and violent clashes happened from time 

to time at different locations between the crowd and police.  Some people 

dropped coins on the ground when crossing the road and dawdled while picking 

them up in a bid to slow down the traffic.  Pro-establishment anti-occupiers also 

stood aside on the sidewalks, yelling and condemning the protesters fiercely.  At 

peak, 9,000 people reportedly showed up in the area and were locked in a tense 

stalemate with the police.26 (Lee & Lee 2014) 

 

In the middle of the deadlock, a group of artists lingered around on the sidewalk 

at one end of the once-occupied site while awaiting ‘retrocession’.  All of a 

sudden, as the other end of Nathan Road had been re-occupied, one of the artists 

sneaked into the roadway blocked by the police and sat on the ground in front of 

their roadblocks.  Other artists then joined in one by one improvising with each 

other: some were playing music with their instruments, some others dancing, 

drawing, reading poetry, etc.  The rest of the crowd immediately took the chance 

and ran to the road surrounding them.  While the anti-occupiers roared 

aggressively on the walkway and stirred up a fight, a police officer announced via 

his megaphone, ‘keep quiet everybody; watch the performance!’  More and more 

people moved to the road and watched the show.  At the same time, some 

protesters on the other side dropped marbles while crossing the road, and others 

just swiftly moved on to ‘help’ collect the dispersed marbles.  Here, re-occupation 

succeeded without bloodshed, whilst at least 26 people were arrested by the 

police and others were injured by batons and shields in other spots.  The 

protesters on site spontaneously interacted with each other and tacitly staged an 

impromptu ensemble.  I heard this story from some of the artists involved upon 

                                                 
26 9,000 was the figure estimated by the Police (only in Chinese version of their press release: 
http://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/201410/18/P201410180089.htm accessed December 2017.) 
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my late arrival at Mongkok when the roadways had been re-occupied already.  

The group comprised of a few performance artists, a dancer and musicians whom 

had been working together in different occasions, and the place where they staged 

this improvised performance was an area frequented by a lot of artists, myself 

included, throughout the occupation.  When retelling the stories, the artists were 

fascinated by the magic of their ‘jamming’ performance there: an artistic form 

itself became a tactic of protest. 

 

  

(Re-occupy Mongkok: artists’ improvisational performance on the roadway, 17 October 
2014; photo courtesy of Nanxi) 

 

At this point, the protesters’ organic kinetic responsiveness was a key battling 

tactic once again.  Delicacy lies in the twofold quality of the artists’ improvised 

performance: on the one hand it celebrated the artistry of impromptu jamming 

that required a high level of responsiveness especially in such an unsettled and 

volatile environment; on the other hand, the obscurity of an artistic non-narrative 

or non-scripted performance immediately alienated the situation.  Both the pro-

occupy and anti-occupy protesters as well as the policemen were unfamiliar with 

this kind of performance, and were thus caught off guard.  The impromptu here 

was not only viewed as a performance; it was a performance, an aesthetic 
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performance manifesting the quality of a kinetic ensemble perceptually, and a 

performance of collective connectivity as a practical and efficacious tactic of 

resistance in the battlefield of occupation.  The artists in the improvised 

performance were experienced in performance art, dance and music, and their 

performance skills were essential elements of their kinetic ensemble.   

 

As argued by Foster, conventional theories of political protest have failed to take 

‘the body as an articulate signifying agent’ and to consider ‘the tactics 

implemented in the protest itself.’ (Foster 2003:396)  The ‘physical interference’ 

constructed by their embodied participation would imbue them ‘with a deepened 

sense of personal agency.’ (ibid, 412)  When seeing the kinetically responsive 

participants protesting on site not only ‘as’ a performance but also ‘is’ a 

performance per se, we should focus on the artistry of improvisation.  The artistry 

not only lies in how the body moves individually or collectively, but also in how 

participants ‘learn from other bodies’ and how these embodied experiences help 

‘make split-second decisions about how to protect themselves or how to push 

forward in an unplanned way.’ (ibid, 412)  As Foster describes the protesters 

being trained by workshops to develop awareness of each other and respond to 

diverse situations with the control of their bodies, we can also learn from the 

example above.  An impromptu ensemble is not a coincidental happening, and 

trained bodies allow us to learn from our embodied experience and to push the 

movement forward.  The Rehearsal for Occupy Central was not only an 

opportunity to merely show off the high moral spirit of protesters in competition 

with authority; it also served to empower the participants by cultivating a 

physicality that helped transform their own sense of agency.  Learning from our 

experiences, and to recognise the transformative power of our performance, I see 

the potentiality again of how performative practices can be used to cultivate the 

people’s physicality in social movement and as a means of realizing participatory 

democracy through empowerment. 
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‘Using art in activism can help make a social movement more vivid 
and prominent.  Instead of presenting formal and ossified 

performances such as slogan chanting and performing ritualised 
actions in a protest, art can help shape a new appearance by re-

presenting certain standpoints in a visual way, other possibilities and 
the essence of the issues to the people for further fermentation and 

reflection. […] Staging a work of performance art in the site of protest 
is ineffective.  In such a huge protest, performance is just like bubble, 

which will disappear instantaneously, stress out others and even 
distract people’s attention.  I did not prepare to do any performance 

in the Umbrella Movement, but thought that we should throw 
ourselves into it.  Do whatsoever we can do to show our support, or 

simply sit down for a chat discussing about it.  We could feel the 
atmosphere which might be our inspirations for further work at a 

point.  We can also involve some theatre artists to create a platform 
for deliberation among different camps and reflection through 

drama-making.  The play created can be staged during the movement 
or even afterwards.  Through staging the play, we can have more 

chances to sow the seeds for further discussion and fermentation of 
related ideas.  I approached some theatre artists but they had 

concerns and reservation about staging performances in public space 
and in occupied site.’  

– Sanmu Chen Shisen27   
 

 

4.7  Performance as Intermediary; Artist as Mediator 

 

Other than presenting performances as such, artists oftentimes serve as 

facilitators or mediators in social movements.  This can be traced to the notion of 

avant-garde forwarded by French socialist philosopher Henri de Saint-Simon in 

1825.  The term ‘avant-garde’ originates in military use as a reference to the 

vanguard, the advancing soldiers moving ahead in the front.  According to de 

Saint-Simon, the artist serves as the vanguard of the society to fight for, to 

defend, and to spread new ideas by inscribing them in his/her work of art for the 

‘well-being and happiness of all mankind.’  (Matei 1977/1987, 102)  Seeing the 

artist as a frontline warrior appears to be a romantic and utopian view, but this 

has been always the ontology of art activism.  In the notion of ‘microutopia’ 

discussed in the previous Chapter, we have seen that the artist serves as 

intermediate agent: as a public intellectual, the artist translates personal feelings 

and ideas to a work disseminated in public to manifest an ideal for humanity. 

                                                 
27 wen yau. Personal interview with Sanmu Chen Shisen. 27 August 2015. Originally in Cantonese; 
transcript translated by the author. 
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(Becker 1997; Becker 2012)  The examples I gave in the last Chapter also illustrate 

that in some prickly situations the artist also offers oneself and his/her work as 

intermediary.  Here I suggest that we view the artist as a mediator who 

proactively and self-consciously participates in a social event, and uses art as a 

means of communicating messages in-between different parties involved.  As 

compared to a facilitator, a mediator takes a more modest role and is open to 

learning the situation instead of enacting a pre-designed plan in the situation.  

The following is another example of a microutopian experiment in which I was 

involved, introduced so as to discuss how the artist can (or fails to) mediate 

intersubjective experience at the site of protest.  

   

 

(‘Umbrella Everywhere’, Mongkok, 29 September 2014) 

  

The day after the occupation broke out, the city was filled with shock, fear, anger 

and restlessness.  Major roads were occupied and closed by the government; 

schools in the affected areas were suspended; people went to work as usual on a 

Monday morning but things were not the same after 87 canisters of tear gas were 

shot at the peaceful protesters.  I was reading international news about Hong 

Kong after a sleepless night and I noticed that the term ‘Umbrella Revolution’ had 

been coined.  In a closed Facebook group for teachers in solidarity with students 

on strike, I also saw discussions about getting an icon or visual symbol for the 
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movement and some suggested calling it the ‘Sunbrella Movement’ (太陽傘運動), 

what with the negative connotations of ‘umbrella’ (雨傘) used in the rain.  I 

messaged Clara Cheung, whom I collaborated with on the ‘hk oic’ project, and 

discussed what we could possibly do at that moment.  We agreed on adopting the 

‘umbrella’ as a visual symbol and decided to call up friends and get together with 

some umbrellas in Mongkok, where one of the main roadways in the city was 

occupied.  I posted an event ‘Umbrella Everywhere’ very quickly on our Facebook 

page before meeting others.   

 

A dozen friends showed up in the afternoon, and Clara took some colour paints 

from her studio nearby.  We then carried out some improvised collective actions: 

strolling around shopping malls while holding opened umbrellas, making 

banners with slogans and drawings of umbrellas, and finally we started to paint 

on the umbrellas that we brought along.  Someone painted a big banner of an 

umbrella on a canvas and laid it on the road next to a ladder: from above one 

could take a picture of another person on the floor as though they were hanging 

up an umbrella.  Some artists did dance improvisations and contact jams too.  I 

started to paint the umbrella unskillfully, and a primary school girl joined me.  

When we talked, the girl told me she knew what happened in Hong Kong and 

school teachers had invited some senior students to talk to them about the occupy 

movement in Hong Kong.  She also told me how shocked she was when watching 

the students confronted by the police on television.  It immediately reminded me 

of my feelings during the Tiananmen Square Student Movement in Beijing in 

1989.  We chatted and kept on painting the umbrellas until she left for home.  I 

was surprised to find that an unskilled painter like myself could manage to make 

some abstract or figurative images to express myself. 

 

The next day Clara and a friend joined me in another occupied roadway in 

Causeway Bay.  I was especially touched by two young girls who came with their 

mother in Causeway Bay.  At first they told me that they were happy because 

school was suspended.  Later on, through our conversation, they confessed their 

inner feelings about the current situation in Hong Kong.  So I encouraged them to 

express their feelings through their drawings, though I did not have any painting 

skills to teach.  They made a wonderful picture of a tree under a big blue sky next 
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to a large peace sign and smiley face they drew.  I was so touched by the positive 

vibes of the picture which, for me, symbolises vitality and hope.   The day after, 

that is, on the 1st of October, we moved back to Mongkok, where we were once 

again joined by other artists.  It was a public holiday- the PRC’s National Day.  An 

uneasy calm had settled on the city, and people were hanging out on Nathan 

Road in Mongkok with mixed feelings of anxiety and wonderment.  Some families 

came in, and the parents and their children enjoyed doodling with the colour 

paints on their hands, on our banners and the umbrellas.   

 

 
(Umbrella Everywhere: umbrella painted by wen yau, Clara Cheung and other protesters, 
Causeway Bay, 30 September 2014)  
 

I was interviewed by an RTHK journalist regarding ‘art in the Umbrella 

Movement,’ talking about what I thought artists could do in social movements.  

Like the past 2 days, I passed painted umbrellas to participants on the other side 

of the occupied site, and brought back some newly collected ones for painting 

again.  A group of university student-reporters also joined us and took group 

photos on Nathan Road with our painted umbrellas.  I felt that the media were 

looking for spectacular scenes to cover, and I was busy with the interviews and 

fulfilling their requests instead of concentrating on painting the umbrellas and 

exchange with the participants.  At the end of that day, all participating artists 

had a short meeting on site, sharing our feelings and discussing whether we 
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should continue this ‘Umbrella Everywhere’ project.  We decided to close the 

event and move on, as people started to recover from shock and emotional stress 

or turmoil caused by the government’s hard-line defense against our protest.  

Some of us also worried that this would become a carnival-like activity that might 

not fit in the Movement.  Also we did not mean to or indeed know how to do art 

therapy for the collective emotional tensions caused by the precarious state of 

sociopolitical volatility.  We questioned our role in facilitating this painting 

activity. 

 

 

4.8  Performing the Subjectivity 

 

Then the ‘creative legacy’ happened as everybody knew or embraced28.  Whilst the 

occupied sites were filled with explosive creative energies and some young artists 

or art students were enthusiastic about producing work to be displayed there, 

most of my fellow artists were reserved about doing any particular action during 

the occupation.  On the one hand, not all artists are familiar or feel comfortable 

working in open public spaces which involve much more complications than 

controlled environments such as studios, theatres or gallery spaces; there was 

also uncertainty over the conditions of occupied sites overseen by the police and 

anti-occupiers.  On the other hand, there had been complaints about artists 

taking advantage of or ‘harvesting the fruit’ of protests for themselves.  The ‘anti-

leftard’ crusades that sought to purge left wing activity and related artistic 

activities in the occupied sites also made artists and other people hang back.29   

 

Throughout the occupation, there were a few artists who boldly presented 

performative work.  Right before the occupation broke out on 28 September 2014, 

Au Yeung Tung stood on the edge of the pedestrian bridge over the thoroughfare 
                                                 
28 There were news stories such as ‘Creative awakening sparked by Occupy Central as sit-ins reclaim 
streets’ (South China Morning Post, 6 October 2014, http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-
kong/article/1610547/occupys-umbrella-statue-symbol-peace-says-artist; appeared as ‘Occupy 
sparks creative burst’ in the printed edition, 7 October 2014) and ‘It wasn’t just about politics, but 
art too – the creative legacy of the Hong Kong's Occupy pro-democracy protests’ (South China 
Morning Post, 28 September 2015, http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/education-
community/article/1861914/it-wasnt-just-about-politics-art-too-creative)  I myself was also invited 
by an online media to present a ‘guided tour’ of the art in occupied site in the Umbrella Movement 
(PenToy, 14 October 2014) 
29 For more stories about the ‘anti-leftard crusades’ in Umbrella Movement, please see Chapter 3 
Section 3.6. 
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outside CGC raising his fist and counting from 1 to 2047 which symbolises the 

end of the PRC’s ‘50 years unchanged’ promise to Hong Kong.30  Eric Ng and a 

group of theatre and music artists initiated the project ‘24 Hours in the 

Revolution.’  They talked to people in occupied sites and composed songs based 

on the stories collected.  In total about 40 songs were produced and performed 

not only in the occupied sites but also in different districts.31  In the second week 

of the Umbrella Movement, a group of dancers joined veteran dancers Mui Cheuk 

Yin and Daniel Yeung to stage a contemporary dance performance titled Dance 

with Umbrellas (與傘共舞) in the Admiralty site.  They also took the performance 

to other occupied sites later on.32  Vinci Mok also presented the event ‘Butoh 

dance ritual with the Umbrella spirit’ (雨傘下的舞踏祭) with some other dance 

artists in Admiralty and Causeway Bay in mid and late November.33   

 

After the first month of occupation, the Movement became relatively steady and 

artists started to settle in the site.  Kacey Wong, a visual artist who had been 

actively doing his ‘art of protest’ in recent years and renowned for his various 

spectacular objects used in numerous protests, also set up his Art Study Station 

(藝術研習社) in the Admiralty site, inviting the public to discuss with him on art 

and any other topics in October34.    Miso Zo, a pseudonymous China-born and 

English speaking artist, had quietly turned desolate space in the Admiralty site 

                                                 
30 Activist and artist Au Yeung Tung threatened to jump from the bridge and the firemen inflated an 
airbed on the thoroughfare beneath as precaution.  Occupation broke out when traffic slowed down 
and a mass of protesters broke into the roadway.  The activist/artist was arrested and then 
sentenced to 160 hours of community service in July 2015.  He had been actively presenting 
performative act in various protests and genuinely insisted that this protest action is a piece of 
‘performance art work.’  His statement: http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1027845, accessed 
December 2017 
31 Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/24HoursInTheRevolution/; Songs can be founded on 
their YouTube channel: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCGkkdO0oxIdqs63f-7cSE5w, both 
accessed December 2017 
32 Dance with Umbrella has made an explicit reference to Mui’s renowned solo dance piece titled 
Eulogy (1995) in which umbrella was used as a recurring motifs.  The performance had been staged 
in Admiralty site on 12 October and 26 October, in Mongkok site on 28 October and at CUHK on 25 
December as part of a post-Occupy event  ‘黃色聖誕．音樂串流’ (Yellow Christmas. Music 
Streaming). (Law 2016, 34) (Also see Appendix I for event details.)  
video clips of the performance on 12 October 2014 can be found here: 
https://youtu.be/EGVxd6CFJj0; https://youtu.be/7UbZ5xi6iVw  Further details about the 
performance: http://www.localpresshk.com/2015/01/arts-in-umbrella/, all webpages accessed 
December 2017. 
33 Facebook events: https://www.facebook.com/events/322774734577203; 
https://www.facebook.com/events/1428262027433591/  Also news story about the performance: 
http://arts-news.net/artnews/article/面對真實而醜陋的：世界與自己-—-「雨傘下的舞踏祭」, 
accessed December 2017 
34 for more details: http://www.kaceywong.com/art-study-station, accessed December 2017. 
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into his studio and created large-scale sculptures/installations and paintings 

using found objects, such as a tank made of plastic water bottle waste and tent, a 

three-panel plein-air depicting the scenery in the occupied site, and The Gadfly, a 

piece featuring several huge flies made of plastic pipes and safety helmet caught 

in a web radiated from a gigantic pesticide spray.  The sculptures/installations 

stayed till the end when the police evacuated the site.  Hong Kong Shield (文化界

監察暴力行動組)35 invited some artists and supporters to make chalk drawings 

and performances in Tamar Park as a protest against the police arresting a young 

chalk-drawing protester, and I did a guerrilla ‘graffiti’ at Tamar Park by mopping 

the floor with highly concentrated and overly scented disinfectant.  Then, almost 

a month later, Clara Cheung did a work titles Egging, with 1000 eggs (擲一千隻

雞蛋) by throwing 1,000 eggs on herself one by one to express her helplessness as 

a mother of two children in Hong Kong outside the LegCo where the Chief 

Executive was presenting the Policy Address.36  This is not to mention countless 

busking and chorus singing evenings on the stage in Admiralty, as well as some 

other subtle or less notable interventions that other artists had possibly staged 

without invoking the name of art... 

 

Some of the above mentioned performative works, such as those dance 

performances, Miso Zo’s installation, and Clara Cheung’s performance, were 

intended to deliver the artist’s personal feelings, attitudes or political messages to 

different degrees.  In the notion of artistic autonomy, the artist’s ego or 

subjectivity is the key to presenting one’s work.  Seeing art as a medium of self-

expression, the artist offers oneself as a vanguard to speak for the society and to 

create work that delivers his/her own feelings through symbolic acts in 

performance.  Clara Cheung’s Egging, with 1000 eggs exemplifies her expression 

of feelings as a mother about the future of Hong Kong.  As aesthetic pleasure and 

                                                 
35 Hong Kong Shield was established on 10 October 2014 by a group of professors, cultural 
practitioners and showbiz artists, with a mission to monitor police brutality and other violence in 
peaceful protests in Hong Kong.  ‘凝聚傘粉．自由的筆’ (Umbrella Fans Come Together: Free 
drawing) took place on 11 January 2015 in Tamar Park; for details and event documentation: 
https://www.facebook.com/pg/hongkongshield/photos/?tab=album&album_id=74652498543154
7; 
https://www.facebook.com/hongkongshield/photos/a.696762230407823.1073741828.696709777
079735/745571355526910/ both webpages accessed December 2017. 
36 for more details: https://hk.news.appledaily.com/local/daily/article/20150123/19012731, 
accessed December 2017. 



Performing Identities:  
performative practices in post-Handover Hong Kong art & activism 

affective aspects of the arts are often deployed for the mobilization of social 

movements, these works seek to engage and solicit emotions in social 

movements.  However, such kind of performance is inevitably built upon cleavage 

between the audience and the artist, even though the audience is actively engaged 

to some extent.  The viewer is separated from the artist ontologically.  Just like 

the imbalanced researcher-subject power structure that I have discussed in 

Chapter 2, the inherited problem of artist-viewer relations is not easy to resolve.  

When criticizing Bourriaud’s theory of relational aesthetics, Claire Bishop raises 

questions about some participatory work in which the viewer is ‘activated’ by the 

artist and the ‘depth of participation’ is predetermined. (Bishop 2004:78)  

Recalling the idea of micro-utopia discussed in the previous Chapter, this artist-

viewer dichotomy of performance may become problematic in the field of 

activism on a micro-level: performance as a means of protest is inconsistent with 

the vision of a democratic society of equals37.  In this sense, performance that is 

oriented to the artists’ subjectivity remains spectacular in a social movement on 

the macro-level – it offers temporary sensational pleasure and becomes 

‘ineffective’ in meeting its sociopolitical ends in the end. 

 

 

4.9  Transformative Power of Co-performance 

 

This recalls my feeling of serving as a ‘mediator’ in the ‘Umbrella Everywhere’ 

project.  The project did not intend to express a specific message to the public 

when we, the participating artists and other people, were taking the occasion to 

paint umbrellas and to chat with each other about the current state of Hong 

Kong.  On the first day of occupation, some passers-by brought us food and drink 

to show support, while others, including some mainland tourists who instantly 

found out what happened in the city, gave us more umbrellas to paint.  Viewers 

were no longer viewers when they chatted us up, took pictures or joined us in 

                                                 
37 I am aware that in in her article ‘Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,’ Claire Bishop is also 
criticizing Bourriaud’s notion of ‘micro-utopia’ (Bishop translate the word to ‘microtopia’ from 
French instead): the work of relational aesthetics he presented ‘are not intrinsically democratic’ and 
exclusive to the art community instead of open to the wider public and therefore the promise of 
‘micro-utopia’ becomes invalid. (Bishop 2004, 67-68)  However, the notion of ‘microutopia’ I 
propose implies the imaginary space created by micro-performances in order to cope with the 
discrepancies between the utopian ideals and the reality, and this is consonant with Bishop’s idea of 
‘relational antagonism’ which will be discussed at the end of this Chapter. 
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painting the umbrellas; they became performers too unconsciously when other 

bystanders dropped by.  This can be referred to what Erika Fischer-Lichte calls 

the ‘transformative power of performance’: when the role of actor and spectator is 

reversed, ‘the performance’s aesthetic process is set in motion by a self-

generating and ever-changing autopoietic feedback loop.’ (Fischer-Lichte 

2008:50)  With the participation of spectators, the meaning of the performance 

cannot be prescribed and remains open, subject to change in the process of actor-

spectator interaction.  Fischer-Lichte see this kind of performance an ‘event’ that 

involves spectators through different senses and ‘opens up possibilities for all 

participants to experience a metamorphosis.’ (ibid, 23)  Such theory is based on a 

theatrical framework which may not totally applicable to non-scripted 

performances at the site of protest.  However, the idea of co-performance here 

indeed resonates the notion of ‘co-performative witnessing’ and intersubjectivity 

between the researcher and the ethnographic subject as examined in the Chapter 

2.  ‘Co-performative witnessing’ refers to an intersubjective process of sharing 

coeval as well as embodied experience of feeling and sensing among the 

researcher and the ethnographic interlocutors in a symmetrical way.  In this 

sense, the artist serves as a mediator, humbly engaged in interaction with the 

audience as co-performer.  Both the artist and the audience engaged in the co-

performance are sharing such intersubjective experience, open to possibilities of 

change.  This openness is especially essential in such precarious situations. 

 

‘Co-performance’ does not take place in a vacuum, especially not in a site of 

protest, where interaction depends on the people’s state of mind as well as 

ambient sociopolitical conditions in general.   Clara and I experimented with the 

same painting exercise and stayed on the pedestrian streets in Mongkok on a 

Sunday morning to paint the shopping bags after the Chief Executive called for 

the people to do ‘shopping’ in the once-affected area.38  Our action was not well-

received and people even thought that we were selling bags there.   

                                                 
38 This event was called ‘Paint your Shopping Bags’ (還路於民！美化購物！) (Facebook event: 
https://www.facebook.com/events/569467289864523/ accessed December 2017.) and it also 
refers to ‘Gau Wu’ a guerrilla protest campaign that continues to take place even after the 
evacuation of the occupation in Mong Kok.  The phrase ‘Gau Wu’ refers to an anti-occupier who told 
the TV news reporter that she travelled from Mainland China to Hong Kong for shopping (購物, gòu 
wù in Putonghua pinyin, or gau wu in Cantonese romanization) in the ‘Peace and Democracy Day’ 
protest on 17 August 2014. (for details: http://www.umbrellaterms.hk/main/blog/keyword-gauwu 
accessed December 2017.) 



Performing Identities:  
performative practices in post-Handover Hong Kong art & activism 

 

I sought to further experiment with the idea of the artist as a mediator and 

wondered how an act of intervention can address the asymmetrical power 

relations in correspondence to the sociopolitical conditions and people’s state of 

mind.  As the curtain fell on Umbrella Movement, the authorities tightened 

control over public space, especially in the once-occupied areas.  After the 

Admiralty occupied site was cleared, people still came back and commemorated 

the occupation, especially in front of the ‘Lennon Wall,’ a high wall which used to 

have countless colourful post-it notes of positive words on it.  Two weeks after 

evacuation, a 14-year-old girl was arrested for drawing on that wall with chalk.  A 

few days later, I decided to do a plein-air in front of that wall in the afternoon.  

Once I set up my easel and canvas, the security guard came and repeatedly asked 

me to move away as I was obstructing the walkway, which was obviously broad 

enough to allow a few dozen people to pass through.  Ironically I had to ask the 

policemen nearby to approve my plein-air activity there so as to stop the guard’s 

disturbance.  I started doing a picture of the wall and the staircase in front of it.  

People passed by and looked at my act of painting curiously.  Seeing how a wall 

had become heavily guarded, I felt a strong sense of sorrow and absurdity among 

the bystanders and therefore invited them to add colours on the Lennon Wall on 

my canvas, as if they were putting up the post-it on it.  Later on, a young boy aged 

about 6 came, picked up a piece of chalk from the protesters nearby, and drew a 

flower – the picture that the 14-year-old girl made on the wall before being 

arrested – in front of the wall on my canvas.  When night fell, some protesters 

were making chalk drawings on the floor and were confronted by the police just a 

few steps away.  Probably because of the prior approval from the officer, I could 

just continue painting peacefully without having any trouble.  Some bystanders 

asked the police what sorts of drawings were permissible in public places, and of 

course, no solid answer was offered. 
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(Painting like an Artist: The Lennon Wall Hong Kong, 31 December 2014) 

 

Bishop puts forward the idea of ‘relational antagonism’ when she insists that 

relational aesthetics is ‘not intrinsically democratic’.  She rightly points out that 

relational art ‘falls short of addressing the political aspect of communication’ and 

the notion of microutopia ‘is still predicated on the exclusion of those who hinder 

or prevent its realization.’ (ibid, 68)  Therefore, she imagines a ‘relational 

antagonism’ that enables us to rethink ‘our relationship to the world and to one 

another’ by exposing ‘what is repressed in sustaining the semblance of this 

[social] harmony’. (ibid, 79)  As opposed to Bourriaud’s theory of relational 

aesthetics, Bishop’s is concerned about more than who sets up and activates the 

participatory experience.  She questions how exactly it is that the artist is 

challenging power relations in a larger sense.  The tactic of reversing artist-viewer 

relations manifests an inherited binary opposition in the relations, and also 
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connects the two in an intersubjective, autopoietic feedback loop in a co-

performance of the multitude.    

 

My intervention or plein-air in front of the Lennon Wall was better received than 

the painting of shopping bags, because it exposed the repressed freedom of 

speech in public space.  The Lennon Wall served as an opinion platform and 

enabled the protesters’ voice to be heard.  Its clearance and state of being 

heavily guarded and the arrest of a teenager for her chalk drawing – a drawing 

that could not possibly cause any damage on the wall of its building – inevitably 

made the protesters feel that their voices were being repressed.  By inviting the 

bystanders to paint on my canvas, I recreated the Lennon Wall in a symbolic way.  

The policemen’s acquiescence to my plein-air not only legitimated the remake of 

the Lennon Wall, but also exposed the absurdity of their prohibition against chalk 

drawing on the floor.  In the co-performance with the bystanders and even the 

policemen, my plein-air enacted the ‘relational antagonism’ envisaged by Bishop 

and gave the lie to the semblance of social harmony stressed by the government 

officials after the evacuation of the occupation in Hong Kong. 

 

In this Chapter, I have discussed parodic protest as a means of transcending 

antagonism through reverse thinking and critical engagement, improvisational 

acts that generate collective connectivity and kinetic responsiveness and develop 

intersubjective agency in social movements, as well as the implications and 

complications of artists using performance to approach sociopolitical issues, 

especially at the site of protest.  Whilst some of these performances reveal the 

artists’ subjectivity in relation to socio-political circumstances, some projects aim 

to engage others in social movements and transform opposition or segregation 

into antagonistic yet intersubjective experiences.  As suggested in the previous 

Chapter, these performances on macro and micro-levels happen in a mutualistic 

way in social movement.  After a close examination of these performative tactics 

used in the Umbrella Movement, we may have to ask: how do all these tactics 

added up to a big picture?  What are the cultural implications of these 

performative practices at the site of protest?  In the final Chapter, I intend to 

further scrutinise the implications of cultural performances that take place in 

social movement in relation to identity building in post-colonial Hong Kong. 



5. 
Repertoire of Performative Protest 

–  Towards Critical Identity Building 

 

 
(Dozens of protesters stayed under a giant canvas banner brought by some artists in a 
shower of rain during 1 July Rally, 2014.  Some artists started to sing the L’Internationale 
in Mandarin while others helped to hang up the banner and divert the rainwater to the 
sides.) 

 

This thesis started with an overview of the political situation in Hong Kong, in 

connection to the social turn in contemporary art practice and the performative 

turn in art and research practices.  Hong Kong has transitioned from ‘a borrowed 

place’ in colonial times to ‘a city of protest’ after the Handover.  Waves of social 

movement have also given rise to a sense of ‘local identity’ in Hong Kong.  Like 

other civilians in the city, artists are more and more involved in social movements 

on different scales, and this involvement has manifested itself in an array of 

performative practices.  Artists have also committed themselves to the practice of 

socially-engaged art.  In this sense, activism is more than simply taking to the 

street, but also about making social changes through embodied actions and 

engagement.  Meanwhile, the emergence of performance studies requires an 

interdisciplinary approach to examine social and cultural performance in relation 
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to identity construction.  Instead of using performance as a metaphor for 

understanding cultural phenomena, I persevere with the notion of performance 

per se of artists in activism while examining the performativity involved in the 

process.   

 

At the same time, as an artist/researcher, I have been seeking a research 

methodology that is compatible with the means and ends of activism being 

studied and that can nourish a reflexive account on the performative practices of 

resistance in postcolonial Hong Kong.  In Chapter 2, I discussed the problematic 

origins of ethnography, originally a colonial means of exploring and interpreting 

subaltern others.  The notion of ‘co-performative witnessing’ has particularly 

inspired me as it stresses the engaged dialogic interactions, including textual, 

bodily, sensorial and emotional ones, between the researcher and interlocutors at 

the very site of their struggle.   Intersubjectivity is attained through an on-going 

process of the research.  My dual role as an artist-researcher has led me to apply 

this notion of co-performativity to an autoethnographical approach which 

emphasises the researcher’s self-reflection and subjective experience.  The 

epistemological problem of power between the researcher and the subject of 

study becomes doubly salient when the object of research is political struggle.  

Therefore I propose a methodology of ‘performative autoethnography’ which 

accentuates the co-performative and intersubjective process as well as the non-

textual aspects of embodied experience of performing struggle or resistance in 

activism.  In my research, the performative practices of me and my fellow artists 

are meant to lend to each other in an on-going and dialogic process which 

destabilises researcher-subject power relations.  It also resonates with the 

counter-hegemonic traits of cultural activism being studied in the research.  The 

performative autoethnographic account, in textual form, is presented in Chapters 

3 and 4. 

 

In Chapter 3, I discussed various performative practices on macro and micro 

levels.  On a macro level, protesters in the Umbrella Movement were performing 

an extremely self-disciplined and morally correct identity so as to defend the 

unlawful act of occupation in the ‘civil disobedience’ campaign.  The utopian 

ideals of sympathetic and self-organised ‘communities’ in occupied sites were 
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organised as an embodied contrast to non-democratic authorities which failed to 

respond to the people’s demands.  Yet, conflicts emerged when the problem of co-

living appeared and that power struggle evolved among different camps.  On a 

micro level, efforts were made by individuals to improve the conditions of 

communal living.   In response to the discrepancy between utopian ideals and 

frustrating reality, artists created projects or interventions that aimed to provoke 

dialogues instead of hostility, to facilitate understanding and sympathy, and to 

seek possible solutions to existing social problems.  I borrow the term 

‘microutopia’ from Nicholas Bouriaud and Carol Becker to depict the imaginary 

space created by micro-performances in order to cope with the discrepancies 

between ideals and reality.   

 

Chapter 4 shows how performative practices have played a transformative and 

tactical role in the Umbrella Movement protests.  Kinetic responsiveness and 

collective connectivity spontaneously developed among protesters themselves, 

allowed them to devise improvised solutions to life-threatening problems.  

Compared to conventional protests, this connectivity empowered the protesters 

to respond proactively to each other in a dynamic way and build a network of 

cooperative relations.  Also, through a series of parodic protests I staged against 

the counter-protest, I demonstrated the possibilities of critical engagement.  By 

staging a performance of over-identification, people with different views or 

stances were impelled to think reciprocally from others’ perspectives in critical 

engagement.  Staging aesthetic performances at the site of protest can create 

bewilderment that catches others—including the counter-protesters and police—

off guard.  Performance can be viewed as an expression of the artist’s subjectivity 

in relation to the current sociopolitical situations.  The artist can also be viewed 

as a mediator who bridges intersubjective experiences among the multitude 

through engaging the people in an ‘autopoietic feedback loop’ (Fischer-Lichte 

2008, 50) created by performative practices.   
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(Remnants of occupation after the police evacuated occupied roadway in Mongkok, 26 
November 2014) 

 

5.1  Communitas: Imagined Communities 

 

The Occupy or Umbrella Movement indeed was a ‘surreal’ experience – the word 

‘surreal’ came up in my personal notes and conversation with others from time to 

time when we used to hang around the occupied site.  On the one hand, 

occupation offers a utopian dream to its participants.  The thoroughfares are 

transformed into well-facilitated communal spaces co-designed by the protesters 

in an organic way.  The air was fresh without cars running on the road.  On the 

other hand, the occupied sites were also under the threat of civilian attack and 

police eviction.  Conflicts among different camps of occupiers stationed at the 

sites also disrupted the utopian idyll.  Social dramas arose in the aharmonic or 

disharmonic processes, and was lent to the aesthetic performances in a 

mutualistic and symbiotic way. (Turner 1985, 300-301)   

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, occupation creates an unusual situation by staging 

interventions in public space.  It creates a rupture of the (unjust) operation in 

everyday life and offers an ideal alternative to the existing system.  The idea of 

‘rupture’ can be referred to Victor Turner’s theory of cultural performance 

discussed in Chapter 2. Occupation creates an experience in which routinised 
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mundane life is interrupted and consciously reflected upon. (Turner 1986)  In a 

cultural performance, the living experience of the mundane is ‘crystallised’ and 

translated from personal reality to a shared one presented in a limited time span. 

(Turner 1982, 17)  In this sense, occupation, which is temporary in its nature as 

highlighted by W J T Mitchel (Mitchell 2013, 102), creates a cultural performance 

as a whole as well as a communal and participatory aesthetic experience. 

 

Such an experience of rupture can be further illuminated by Turner’s theory of 

communitas.  As suggested by Hui Yew-Foong in his ‘flâneur ethnography’ of the 

Umbrella Movement, the occupation has generated a sense of communitas 

among the protesters and transformed the streets into ‘liminoid spaces where 

new possibilities were being sought.’ (Hui 2017, 155)  Turner uses the Latin term 

communitas to depict the modality of social relationship in which people share a 

common experience of liminality in rites of passage in religious and tribal society.  

Communitas refers to an unstructured community in which people are equal, 

anonymous and experiencing liminality together through ‘a limbo of 

statuslessness’ from low to higher status and vice versa. (Turner 1969/1977, 97)  

In this sense, the occupation during the Umbrella Movement created not only a 

temporary community through the seizure of physical space on thoroughfares, it 

also brought about a sense of communitas in which people imagined themselves 

to be alternative to the real society.    

 

The notion of communitas can also be associated with Benedict Anderson’s 

Imagined Communities. (1983)  For Anderson, the notion of ‘nation’ is socially 

constructed and imagined as a community: ‘regardless of the actual inequality 

and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a 

deep, horizontal comradeship.’   (Anderson 1983/2006, 7)  The macro-

performances discussed in Chapter 4 give us a graphic illustration of the utopian 

community imagined by the occupiers in general.  Disputes over the ‘Possibilities 

of Occupy: Mongkok New Village Opening’ street party with hot pots, mahjong 

games, table tennis, etc in Mongkok occupied site for ‘damaging the movement’s 

image’ was a good example of how an ideal community has been imagined.  

Occupy as a tactic of protest sees a shift in ways of mobilisation, from passive 

participation in protests such as sit-ins and rallies led by organisers, to proactive 
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participation in self-organised communal settings.  The imagined communities, 

or communitas, of the occupation instantiated a living juxtaposition to the regime 

it opposed.   

 

In their microutopian interventions, artists invoked a state of liminality in which 

interlocutors can transcend from passivity to proactivity, from the mundane of 

the politically powerless to a ‘higher status’ of civic engagement in utopian ideals.  

As Turner reminds us, the experience of communitas and the social structure in 

reality are in dialectical relationship.   People have to return to the social 

structure after being revitalised by the experience of communitas.  The 

functioning of society indeed depends on this dialectic as the structure and 

unstructured are integral parts. (Turner 1969/1977, 129)  Such a fluid view on the 

co-existence of the structure and the unstructured echoes the circular and infinite 

flux of social drama and aesthetic performance examined in Chapter 2, and I 

intend to show how it extends to my notion of co-performativity of critical 

identities which will be concluded at the end of this Chapter. 

 

 

5.2  Repertoire of Recurring Claims, Recurring Forms 

 

As said at the outset in Chapter 1, the Occupy or Umbrella Movement in Hong 

Kong did not happen in a random manner.  The movement is a continuation of a 

series of civil struggles for democracy and specifically universal suffrage before 

and after the 1997 Handover.  I have exemplified how ‘occupy’ as a tactic of 

protest can be traced to the Anti-National Education campaign which ‘woke up’ 

and inspired the younger generation of Hong Kong.  Having inherited the 

experience of ‘commoning’ in the Tamar encampments, young protesters were 

well rehearsed to present a macro-performance of a highly civilised culture – self-

discipline and mutual support – vis-à-vis the regime that was non-democratic 

and indifferent to the people’s demands.   

 

From the events examined in the last 2 chapters, other than recurring concerns 

for freedom and recurring claims on the commons, we have also seen recurring 

means of protest that have been appropriated, employed and developed by both 
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artists and activists for their respective needs.  The appropriation of ‘Occupy’ as a 

tactic of protest in the Umbrella Movement can be traced from the ‘Occupy 

Tamar’ movement during the Anti-National Education Campaign (2012), the 

Occupy Central (2011-2012) in the HSBC basement (Hong Kong’s response to the 

Occupy Wall Street movement), as well as the Queen’s Pier Conservation 

Campaign (2007).  The notion of the commons has been developed through a 

series of events raising awareness of cultural heritage, addressing the role of 

artists in the public sphere and challenging the use of public space in recent 

years: the weekly performance art events at the former Star Ferry Pier before its 

demolition (2006), the controversy over the privately managed space of the Time 

Square piazza (2008), the 423 Art Citizens March (2011) as well as other 

associated protests concerning the Beijing government’s detention of dissident 

artist Ai Weiwei and the shrinking freedom of expression in Hong Kong.   

 

Forms of protest evolve into new tactics in response to specific problems and 

conjunctures.  Such has been the course of things in the ‘neocolonial and 

neoliberal’ contexts studied by Y C Chen and Mirana Szeto in their comparative 

studies of Umbrella Movement and the Queen’s Pier Conservation campaign.  I 

also suggest that the development of these performative tactics goes hand in hand 

with the ‘social turn’ in contemporary art.  Artists take up the role of ‘public 

intellectual’ (Becker 2009) and shift from white-cube galleries to the front line of 

society in the global trend of ‘socially engaged art.’  Envisioning oneself as the 

warrior or vanguard of the society, the artist serves as a mediator who proactively 

and self-consciously participates in a social event, translates personal feelings 

and thoughts about the social ideals into a work presented to the public, and uses 

art as a means of communicating messages in-between different involved parties.  

The performative practices of activism, then, become an on-going project as part 

of one’s body of work that develops consistently through continuous self-

reflection, polishing and revision. 

 

The recurring claims and forms of protest remind me of Charles Tilly’s notion of 

‘repertoire of contention.’  Using a theatrical metaphor for protest, Tilly vaguely 

defines ‘repertoire of contention’ as the performance of ‘claim-making routines 

that apply to the same claimant-object pairs: bosses and workers, peasants and 
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landlords, rival nationalist factions, and many more.’  In this sense, the repertoire 

enables the claimants to have ‘more than one way to make collective claims on 

the object,’ and its performance is ‘clustered, learned, yet improvisational’ 

through people’s interactions. (Tilly 2008, 14)  By ‘contention,’ Tilly means 

people’s struggle with or against the state.  Over his long career, Tilly has 

developed the concept of the ‘repertoire of contention’ with his systematic 

analysis of contentious events in the West from the mid 18th century to the 

present and the ways in which the repertoire evolves over time in such historical 

contexts.  He assesses the repertoire as ‘strong,’ ‘weak’ or rigid according to its 

repetitiveness from one to another in contentious performances.  Tilly’s notion of 

repertoire sheds light on the continuity of these ‘routines’ of claim-making 

performance in collective protests.   

 

However, by seeing repertoire and performance as a theatrical metaphor, as I 

have discussed very briefly in Chapter 1, Tilly fails to address the actuality of 

performance per se and the performativity these forms of protest involved.  The 

fine line or tension between theatricality and performativity has been overlooked 

too.  For example, theatricality oftentimes implies scriptocentrism and a binary 

performer-spectator relationship.  This can be manifested in Tilly’s emphasis on 

the claimant-state binarism in his concept of contentious performances of 

politics.  In Hong Kong’s ‘neocolonial and neoliberal’ contexts (Chen & Szeto 

2017), such binarism may not be easily applicable: the ‘state’ involves the HKSAR 

government as well as the Beijing Government that increasingly denies the 

autonomy of HKSAR under the ‘One Country, Two Systems’ principle.  The role 

of the ‘state’ has become ambiguous in neoliberal times too, as the government 

continues to work with business section to manage, privatise and profit from the 

commons such as land and public space.  Also, as scrutinised in Chapter 3 and 4, 

a protest can demonstrate disagreement with the authorities, but it is also an 

occasion for the participants to perform the commons, envisioning an alternative 

to the status quo.  The concept of ‘contention’ that stresses dramatic struggle and 

binary opposition may limit the scope of performance and performativity of the 

protest. 
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5.3  Performativity of Protest Repertoires 

 

Here I intend to refer back to Diana Taylor’s The Archive and the Repertoire 

(2003) that I have touched upon in Chapter 2.  Taylor conceives of the repertoire 

as ephemeral compared to the archive: it concerns ‘embodied practice/knowledge 

(ie, spoken language, dance, sports, ritual),’ and requires people’s participation in 

‘the production and reproduction of knowledge by ‘being there.’ (Taylor 2003, 19-

20)  Refining Tilly’s notion of contentious performance with Taylor’s theory, I 

suggest that the repertoire can be viewed as a common toolbox of performative 

tactics – people share the forms of protests with others, and the forms of protests 

are reproduced, adapted according to contexts of specific situations, and 

transmitted to others through embodied participation of the protesters.   

The act of chained arms in the face of the police eviction performed in the 

‘Rehearsal for Occupy Central’ and some other protests is a good example of the 

protest repertoire.  Instead of merely repeating the existing forms, artists tend to 

render the repertoires into their art-making practices.  For example, the ‘423 Art 

Citizens March’ discussed in Chapter 3 illustrated how more stable forms such as 

rally were adapted by artists taking to the street with their artwork to reach out to 

apolitical shoppers and Mainland tourists who were kept in ignorance by their 

government.  Learning from previous social movements such as the Star Ferry 

Pier conversation campaign (2006-2007) and Anti-Express Rail Link protests 

(2009-2010) in which artists presented weekly performance art events and 

ritualised Satyagraha Walk respectively to raise public awareness of the 

campaign, the practice of Art Citizens envisages artists as public intellectuals and 

mediators who pull personal sensibilities into the public sphere.  Meanwhile, the 

form of occupation, examined throughout this thesis, is another example of how 

it evolves as a form of protest from the temporary seizure of physical space into 

community building and performance of communal living.  One should bear in 

mind that the repertoire as a toolbox of protest tactics is not restricted to 

protesters against the establishment.  The counter-protests against Occupy was 

an intriguing instance of using the shared toolbox in an awkward and unartful 

way, and it would interesting to further investigate how the repertoire fails to be 

revitalised in such counter mobilization. 
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On a macro level, the repertoire offers routines of collective actions.  On a micro 

level, individuals can choose the appropriate form(s) from the toolbox, adapt the 

forms according to one’s need, sociopolitical and cultural situation, improvise 

and collaborate with others so as to enact the protest.  This requires reflexivity 

and critical thinking.  The parodic performance of the anti-occupy protests by my 

friends and me discussed in Chapter 4, for instance, appropriated some of the 

tactics of over-identification found in feminist campaigns or in protests against 

ruling ideologies.  Interestingly, two examples came to mind after we staged our 

parodic protests.  On the eve of the 1997 Handover, a group of cultural workers 

headed by Longtin Shum dressed in white shirt and black pants and joined the 

celebratory parade on Nathan Road holding red books aloft as well a white-on-

red banner that read, in simplified Chinese, ‘烂尾民主•谁靠得住’ (Untrustworthy 

for Unfinished Democracy).1 (Shum 2001, 37)  On 9 March 2014, a few months 

before the Umbrella Movement happened, a group that called themselves the  

True Love for Country and Party Alliance (真心爱国爱党联盟－真爱联, simplified 

Chinese in original) organised the ‘True love for country and party march’ ((真心)

愛國愛黨大遊行), a parodic protest against the Mainland tourists in Mongkok.  

Protesters were dressed like the Red Guards in the Great Cultural Revolution, 

waving the flag of Chinese Communist Party and Mao’s Red Books, singing 

propaganda songs and national anthem, chanting slogans such as ‘Love China; 

Use Chinese goods; Go Back to China for Shopping’ (愛祖國，用國貨，回中國愛

國購物).2   

 

These two cases reminded me of Judith Butler’s theory of gender identity: 

‘performativity must be understood not as a singular or deliberate “act,” but, 

rather, as the reiterative and citational practice by which discourse produces the 

effects that it names.’ (Butler 1993/2011, 2)    In this sense, parodic performance 

has become a discourse constructed through reiteration and citation in culture.  

Taylor sees performances functioning as ‘acts of transfer’ (Taylor 2003, 2) when 

                                                 
1 Photo documentation on Shum’s Facebook, accessed December 2017: 
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10152349079904203&set=pcb.10152349080189203,  
2 Facebook event: https://www.facebook.com/events/225324937667182/, accessed December 
2017. Also news story by South China Morning Post about the protest: 
http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/article/1444313/parody-protesters-march-urge-
mainlanders-reignite-their-patriotism accessed December 2017. 
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the repertoire works side by side with the archive through scenarios.  A scenario 

‘works through reactivation rather than duplication.’ (ibid, 32)  The question here 

is not only about the conscious and/or unconscious appropriation of an existing 

form of protest.  It also probes into the construction and constructedness of the 

reactivation process.  The construction and constructedness of the scenarios 

discussed in Chapter 3 and 4 can be ascribed to the intention of the protesters, 

artistic pursuit of the artists, embodiment and social construction of bodies, 

participation of other actors at the site, etc, as well as the cultural and 

sociopolitical contexts where the performance takes place. 

 

The construction and constructedness of the scenario or repertoire reactivation 

involves the agency of the actor.  Following Butler’s notion of gender 

construction, performativity lies in the construction and constructedness of 

discourse on one’s identity too.  As presented in Chapter 1, Stuart Hall sees 

cultural identity as a ‘“moveable feast”: formed and transformed continuously in 

relation to the ways we are represented or addressed in the cultural systems 

which surround us.’ (Hall 1992, 277)  The notion of identity, as in Hong Kong’s 

case, is an on-going discursive construction stretching from colonial times to the 

present.  The narratives of ‘a borrowed place,’  ‘Lion Rock Spirits,’ ‘the city of 

protest,’ ‘creative legacy’ of the Umbrella Movement, the most ‘polite’ civil 

disobedience protest, to name a few, played a part in shaping the collective 

imaginary in the midst of the Umbrella Movement.  These narratives have 

reinforced the collective identity of Hong Kong on a macro level.  Meanwhile, 

micro performances by individuals rework this imaginary reality through 

practical interventions into everyday reality.  This on-going and dialogical process 

is explored by Charles Taylor, who suggests that ‘we define our identity always in 

dialogue with, sometimes in struggle against, the things our significant others 

want to see in us.’ (Taylor 1994, 32-33)   In other words, identity is reflexively 

produced in a dialogical way.  Therefore critical questions about the experience of 

communitas in occupation remain: how much of the construction and 

constructedness of this imagined reality has been exposed and tackled through 

the performative practices of the Umbrella Movement? 
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5.4  Co-performing Critical Identities 

 

To sum up, I intend to coin the term ‘critical identities’ to denote the identities 

being developed and co-performed in the protest, especially in the microutopian 

interventions staged by artists during the Umbrella Movement.  The meaning of 

‘critical’ here is threefold.  First, it denotes the precarious, ‘crisis’ moments of 

Hong Kong as it underwent a ‘political turn’ in post-Handover times (Chapter 1).  

It also refers to the vulnerability felt by protesters when confronting the police 

and taking the risk of losing their lives or freedom.   Secondly, it refers to the 

criticality needed when reviewing the performativity of identities.  The power 

structure involved in the construction and constructedness of performative 

practices involved has to be examined and challenged in a reflexive way.  Last but 

not least, by ‘critical’ I seek to highlight the importance of co-performative 

practices in art and activism in post-Handover Hong Kong.  I see performance 

studies as a critical reflexive lens to relate the self to the other and investigate the 

relations involved, while questioning the status quo and assumptions behind the 

power structure.  Identities, in the plural, suggests not only a single collective 

identity to be performed, but of the multitude.  As illustrated in Chapter 4, the 

multitude comprises of a plurality of individuals who relate to themselves as 

‘integrated subjects,’ and produce ‘chaotic open-ended network of social 

relations’. (Graeber 2011, 57)  Through embodied interaction, protesters in the 

Umbrella Movement proactively responded and cooperated with each other in a 

dynamic way, sharing precarious moments and embodied experiences.  

Therefore, critical identities implies the study of constructed identities within an 

open-ended network of social relations, using a critical reflexive lens of 

performance studies at the precarious moments of Hong Kong at a crossroads. 

 

Through microutopian interventions staged at the site of protest, the identities of 

the multitude are constructed through critical engagement.  If ‘microutopia’ is 

meant to be a tactic coping with the discrepancies between the ideals and the 

reality, the ‘constructedness’ of the ideal or imagined community should be 

exposed and subject to challenge.  As I learned from the conflicts and 

micropolitics on site, the ‘community’ is never a harmonious unity.  Rather, 

Chantal Mouffe envisions agonism as a core characteristic of vibrant democracy.  
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By ‘agonistic,’ Mouffe refers to ‘struggle between opposing hegemonic projects 

which can never be reconciled rationally.’  She advocates critical, agonistic art 

which ‘foments dissensus, that makes visible what the dominant consensus tends 

to obscure and obliterate.’ (Mouffe 2007) From this, the multitude can be viewed 

as an agonistic space where the people are connected through mutual respect as 

well as competition.  Recognition of others’ voice is as important as having our 

voice heard.  And I hope that when we are proudly presenting our hopes, our 

desires, and our subjectivities in performative protest, we can still be humble 

enough to bear a co-performative witnessing.  Antagonism is simple opposition 

between two positions, and agonism allows us to co-perform with the multitude, 

and experience an open-ended and multivocal space of commoning. 

 

The notion of the multitude as agonistic space is especially useful as a framework 

for community work practices which have been widely embraced after the 

Umbrella Movement.  In her theory of agonistics, Mouffe examines the notion of 

the multitude and criticises Paolo Virno and his fellow theorists for their ‘exodus 

from the state and traditional political institutions.’ (Mouffe 2013, XVI) Mouffe 

calls ‘hegemonic practices’ a ‘practice of articulation’ which creates an order and 

fixed meaning to social institutions. (ibid, 2)  She proposes the ‘double moment of 

disarticulation and rearticulation’ that is missed by the exodus approach to 

challenge the status quo and reconstruct new articulations and new institutions. 

(ibid, 74) Such a notion of disarticulation and rearticulation not only implies 

critical engagement with the institutions and transforming them into a platform 

for democratic demands and expression, but also scrutinises the construction and 

constructedness of the institutions and its power structure.  In this sense, I 

suggest seeing the artist as an autoethnographer who is co-performing one’s 

embodied research on art and activism with the many Others in the site of 

protest.  Co-performativity, then, is more than an on-going dialogic and 

intersubjective process in which the artists and the many Others share embodied 

experience and knowledge by disarticulation and rearticulation the power 

structure.  This is where critical identities can be built upon, activated and 

reactivated, especially in the face of the ‘hegemonic practices’ of a non-

democratic and repressive regime. 
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People who’ve experienced the power of having a voice will not easily 
go back to silence.  People who’ve found self-respect will work hard to 

avoid a return to isolation and powerlessness. (Gelder 2014, 12) 
 

Three years after the conclusion of the Umbrella Movement, I continue to see it 

as an unfinished project.  When traffic resumed on the once-occupied 

thoroughfares, the graphics or images we saw sprayed on the streets were washed 

away.  How much have we learnt from the experience of commoning?  How much 

have we kept up from microutopia and the revitalised experience out of the 

mundane?  How much have we discovered from opening Pandora’s box?  The 

occupation not only forced to re-imagine what public space could be used for.  It 

also rendered us open to others in the multitude.  This thesis modestly aims to 

present some of the micro-histories of Hong Kong, especially in these critical 

times.  To my mind, autoethnography, the work of co-performative witnessing 

and intersubjectivity, is tedious work.  The performative practices that I have 

discussed are mostly context-specific and therefore may not be able to be re-

enacted.  As counter-protestors become more violent and authority becomes 

more brutal, the repertoire will likely have to renovate and new forms will have to 

be invented.  Still, the co-performativity of critical identities would remain with 

us as a tactical framework in advancing activism for social and political change. 
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A Brief Timeline of Occupy/Umbrella Movement (2014), Hong Kong 
 
  2011 Following the political reforms in 2010, the 

Election Committee for Chief Executive (CE) 
election increased its size from 800 to 1,200 and a 
new District Council Constituency was added for 
those who were not in any other Functional 
Constituencies in Legislative Council (LegCo) 
starting from 2012.   

    

 2012 

15 Oct 2011 – 11 Sep 2012: Responding to the 
Occupy Wall Street movement protesting against  
social and economic inequality, ‘Occupy Central’ 

took place at the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking 
Corporation (HSBC) headquarters.   Some of the 

core members were  artists and musicians, 
pursuing the ideal of commoning in the co-living 
space.   The 11-month occupation was evicted by 

the Bailiff on 11 Sep 2012. 

  

  25 Mar: Leung Chun Ying was elected by 689 
votes out of 1,200 and later on appointed by the 
PRC government as CE of Hong Kong Special 
Administration Region (HKSAR). 

    

4 Sep: Project 226 (Clara Cheung, Gum Cheng 
and Prince Chu) presented their project ‘Penalty of 

Colors III’ (幻彩罰香江(三)) at the Civic Square, 
inviting other protesters to join them. The project 

involved writing three statements in colourful 
strokes on canvas.   

(https://www.facebook.com/698832516/posts/10151291
648932517/) 

 

5 Sep: C&G Artpartment (Clara Cheung and Gum 
Cheng)  hung a vertical black banner outside their 

window, upon which was written ‘撤回國民教育科’ 
(Withdraw National Education curriculum).  

Also, Him Lo made an open call on Facebook 
titled ‘9 月 5 日全城行為藝術反洗腦’ (Territory-

wide Performance Art to Resist Brainwashing on 5 
Sep).  The post went viral but there was no 

substantial documentation of related 
performances.  

(https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=101510264
06208038)  

 
7 Sep: Woofer Ten launched a campaign ‘We 

Strike, We Teach’ (你敢罷·我敢教) to support class 
boycotts by enlisting Yaumatei neighbours,  artists 

and groups to teach vernacular skills,  knowledge 
and popular culture.  

(https://www.facebook.com/wooferten/photos/a.15238601808
8.109456.137694588088/10151086573668089/) 

 
24-29 Sep: On the occasion of the ‘Say no to 

National Education – Participation Day for 
citizens’ (抗國教 學界公民參與日) organised by the 

Hong Kong Federation of Students (HKFS) at the 
Polytechnic University on 29 Sep, a group of 

students presented the 6-day art event ‘Square of 
Anti-National Education’ (反國教「藝術廣場」) in 

the podium, exhibiting artwork of various media 
on the topic. 

(https://www.facebook.com/events/474355122586478/) 

  30 Aug - 9 Sep: The Anti-National Education 
campaign reached its climax in Sep as the high 
school-based group Scholarism (學民思潮) 
launched ‘Occupy Tamar’ and started a hunger 
strike succeeded by other activists.  The assemblies 
took place day after day at the HKSAR Central 
Government Complex (CGC) (and the attendance 
reached its peak at 120,000 as claimed by the 
organiser).   
As the HKSAR government scrapped plans to 
introduce mandatory national education lessons in 
schools on 8 Sep, the eve of the LegCo election, the 
protest ended.  The Anti-National Education 
campaign was viewed as a movement of ‘civil 
awakening’ (公民覺醒) as a wide range of people at 
different ages were engaged in it and ‘Civic Square’ 
(the CGC East Wing Forecourt) where the 
demonstrations were staged became a symbolic 
place of such collective awakening and civil 
engagement. 
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 2013  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

May - Jun 2013: City Magazine 
featured ‘Re-imagine Central’ (重

新想像中環) in issue 440 (May 
2013) and issued a 16-page 

supplement ‘Occupy Central: a 
user’s manual‘ (佔領手冊) (guest-

edited by Bono Lee) to issue 441 
(Jun 2013) in which artists Otto 

Li, Start from Zero, Sampson 
Wong, Wong Tin Yan, etc 

contributed ideas to protest 
objects, reading lists, music 

playlist, etc. 

 
 
 

Jun 2013: OCLP launched its 
logo designed by Justin Wong. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  16 Jan: Benny Tai Yiu Ting, Associate Professor of 
Law at the University of Hong Kong (HKU), first 
proposed the idea of ‘Occupy Central’ as a civil 
disobedience campaign and suggested that it was 
the  ‘deadliest weapon’ citizens could wield.  The 
intention was to paralyse the city’s ‘political and 
economic centre’ so as to force the Beijing 
government to concede to demands for  real 
universal suffrage in Hong Kong.  
(http://oclp.hk/index.php?route=occupy/article_detail&
article_id=23) 
 
27 Mar: Benny Tai, together with Reverend Chu 
Yiu Ming and Chan Kin Man, Associate Professor 
of Sociology at the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong (CUHK), (then called ‘OCLP trio’) issued the 
manifesto of ‘Occupy Central with Love and Peace’ 
(OCLP). The campaign consists of four basic steps: 
signing a covenant, deliberation day, citizen 
authorization and civil disobedience.  
(http://oclp.hk/index.php?route=occupy/eng_detail&en
g_id=9) 
 
Jun 2013 - May 2014: 3 rounds of OCLP 
‘Deliberation Days’ (D-Days) were held: D-Day 1 
on 9 Jun 2013 at The University of Hong Kong 
(HKU), joined by participants randomly picked by 
the HKU Public Opinion Programme; D-Day 2 in 
various locations from Dec 2013 to Mar 2014, 
which involved different community groups such 
as Catholics, Christians, trade unions, women and 
sexual minorities, etc and the general public; D-
Day 3 happened on 4 and 6 May 2014 in 5 
Geographical Constituencies and the participants 
who had signed the OCLP letter of intent selected 3 
out of 15 CE electoral proposals that met 
‘international standards’ and were made by various 
political groups and individuals beforehand. 

  2014  

    18 Mar - 10 Apr: The Sunflower Movement broke 
out in Taiwan.  Students in Taiwan occupied the 
Legislative Yuan to protest against the passing of 
Cross-Strait Service Trade Agreement (CSSTA) in 
the legislature without a clause-by-clause review.  
Pro-occupy activists and supporters were 
exhilarated by the movement, especially its tactic 
of occupation and resistance to being co-opted by 
Mainland China. 
 

31 Mar: OCLP hosted a ‘Training for Non-violent 
Protest’ at Tamar Park at CGC. 
 

10 Jun: The PRC government published the 
‘White Paper’ stating that, ‘[a]s a unitary state, 
China's central government has comprehensive 
jurisdiction over all local administrative regions, 
including the HKSAR. The high degree of 
autonomy of HKSAR is not an inherent power, but 
one that comes solely from the authorization by 
the central leadership.’ The decision triggered a 
series of protests by activist and political groups 
against the Beijing government’s reneging on its  
promise of a  ‘high degree of autonomy’ as well as a 
silent march of about 2,000 lawyers in defence of 
judicial independence in Hong Kong. 
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 (2014)  

 
 

16-29 Jun: On the occasion of the Civil 
Referendum, a group of performance artists 

convened by Sanmu Chen Shisen organised a 
series of actions titled ‘Action for Our Falling City’ 

(危城行動).  The group staged slow walks in 
various districts, sucking a piece of white paper 
and towing plastic piggy banks painted in white  

(白皮豬, which sounds homophonic in Cantonese 
with  ‘White Paper 白皮書’) and parading. 

(https://www.facebook.com/events/554836124626129)  

 
 

Comic Daemons (漫畫刁民) also presented street 
exhibitions showcasing works by local comic 

artists promoting the Civil Referendum. 

 
 

1 Jul: In the rally, some artists from ‘Action for 
Our Falling City’ brought along their props: the 

white piggy banks, a big banner and the PRC 
‘White Paper’, printed vertically inverted on two 6-

foot tall wooden blocks which the artists invited 
other protesters to whip.  Some also towed a 

bamboo winnower with the cover of the White 
Paper and some green leaves on it.  Monique Yim 
walked inside a tank wrapped by the White Paper 

covers.   

 
 

Also, Kacey Wong and his friends dressed like 
police holding ‘warning banners’ for 

‘corruption‘ (貪腐), ‘Reddening‘ (赤化), ‘Party-
State‘ (党国), ‘Love the Party‘ (愛党) and  ‘Fake 

Commie’  (偽共). 

 

  6 & 13 Jun: Protesters stormed the LegCo 
building as the Finance Committee discussed the 
HKSAR government’s funding application for the 
northeastern New Territories plan.  The plan was 
criticised for its procedural injustice. 
 
20-29 Jun: Three proposals selected on the 
OCLP’s D-Day 3 were voted by eligible voters of 
Hong Kong in the Civil Referendum Day.  A total of 
792,808 valid votes was casted in the poll by either 
voting online or going to designated polling 
stations.  The Alliance for True Democracy 
Proposal, which agrees to have candidates getting 
1/8 votes from the nominating committee to enter 
the ‘universal suffrage,’ received a majority of 
42.1% support, and 87.8% of the voters support 
that LegCo should veto government proposal that 
cannot satisfy international standards allowing 
genuine choices by electors.  The polling system as 
well as their supporting media Apple Daily were 
affected by large-scale targeted and sophisticated 
cyberattacks before and during the Civil 
Referendum.  The OCLP extended the polling from 
20-22 Jun to 20-29 Jun.  The PRC and HKSAR 
governments refuted the results of the Civil 
Referendum. 
(http://oclp.hk/index.php?route=occupy/eng_detail&en
g_id=16) 
 
25 Jun: Police’s first major drill for Occupy 
Central at police College, Aberdeen. 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Jul: The annual 1 Jul Rally on the Handover day 
was participated by a record breaking number of 
people: the organisers claimed 510,000, as much 
as the 1 Jul Rally in 2003 and 2004, while police 
reported 98,000 participants. 
 
1-2 Jul: Hong Kong Federation of Students 
(HKFS) and Scholarism initiated a 
‘Preview/Rehearsal for Occupy Central’ (預演佔中) 
in Chater Road, the end point of 1 Jul Rally after 
midnight.  About 5,000 police took 5 hours to clear 
the road, and at 8 am of the morning of 2 July, 511 
protesters remained on the street before they were 
arrested. (Please refer to Chapter 3 for details) 
 
3 Jul: Convened by Robert Chow, Alliance for 
Peace and Democracy (APD, 保普選反佔中大聯盟) 
was formed as a counter mobilization against 
OCLP and launched a petition campaign from 19 
Jul - 17 Aug which claimed to have collected 
1,504,839 signatures from both online and offline 
petitions.  During the campaign, a total of 5,222 
offline petitions were held and numerous booths 
were set up on street level in Hong Kong.  
(https://sign4peacedemocracy.hk/index.php?r=index/de
tail&id=328) 
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30 Jul-10 Aug: In the name of hk oic (9 反佔中), 
wen yau and Clara Cheung  staged counter-

counter protest at the APD petition booths on the 
street by displaying handwritten placards with 

parodic messages such as ‘我反佔中，因為佔中無

錢派‘ (I am against Occupy Central, because OC 
doesn’t pay me) and ‘我反佔中，因為唔駛用腦‘ (I 
am against Occupy Central, because I don’t need 

to think).  The campaign was joined by some other 
artists and facebook page fans.  Various guerrilla 
actions took place by the artists and their friends 

and other volunteers. (Please refer to Chapter 4 
for details) 

 
 

6-31 Aug: Comic Daemons (漫畫刁民), a group of 
comic artists, presented the exhibition ‘Universal 

Suffrage Now’ (漫人迷普選) at PubArt Gallery, 
Central and Woofer Ten, Yaumatei.  

(https://www.facebook.com/events/191922000974288/) 
 

17 Aug: hkoic staged an intervention at the end 
point of the APD’s rally.   When the bust statue 

titled ‘反佔中英雄不死 Long Live the Anti-Occupy 
Central Hero’ was presented and then driven away 

by the APD organiser and policemen, the Anti-
Occupy supporters were first excited and then 

confused.  (Please refer to Chapter 4 for details) 
Sanmu Chen and Au Yeung Tung also presented 

their protest performances on site. 

  
 

24 Aug: In the course of OCLP’s ‘Hike for 
Democracy,’ Au Yeung Tung put a transparent 
plastic bag over his head to satirise the lack of 

freedom and suffocating conditions in Hong Kong. 

  17 Jul - 9 Sep: Civic Square was closed for the 
construction of a 3-meter perimeter fence to boost 
security after the storming of LegCo in Jun.  The 
Square, which used to be open 24 hours, was then 
attended by security guards in various exits and 
became only accessible for the public from 6am to 
11pm daily after the closure.    The plan for fence 
construction was severely criticised by Scholarism 
and other pan-democracy groups. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
17 Aug: The APD organised the ‘Peace and 
Democracy Day’ in which a non-competitive 
marathon and rally from Victoria Park to Chater 
Road, Central were staged and allegedly attended 
by 193,000 people.  News media reported that 
some of the protesters were paid and could not 
explain their participation in the event.   
 
 
19 Aug: Police’s second major drill for Occupy 
Central at Police College, Aberdeen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
24 Aug: The OCLP organised the ‘Hike for 
Democracy’ event to practise crowd control and 
about 600 people joined the walk as a symbolic act 
of ‘breathing fresh air out of the pressure from 
Beijing.’ 
(https://hk.news.appledaily.com/local/realtime/article/
20140824/52828083) 
 
29 Aug: Civil Human Rights Front launched the 
‘「還政於民 落實普選」黃絲帶行動’ (‘Power to the 
People. Implement Universal Suffrage’ Yellow 
Ribbon Campaign) and handed out yellow ribbon 
to people who wanted to show their demand for 
real universal suffrage.  ‘Yellow ribbons’ became a 
symbolic sign for pro-democracy movement in 
Hong Kong. 
(https://www.facebook.com/events/451027095040061/) 
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1 Sep: Outside the CGC where Li was holding a 
press conference, Au Yeung Tung held a placard 

that read ‘人大話我係女人 我就係女人！’ (NPCSC 
says I’m a woman, so I am!) striped off his 

woman’s dress, and covered his bottom with a dog 
food tray and the White Paper.  He was arrested 

by police but then released unconditionally. 
(https://www.inmediahk.net/node/1025960) 

 
9 Sep: Zunzi Wong and Au Yeung Tung shaved 

their heads in the OCLP’s ‘Shave for Democracy’. 
 

14 Sep: In the OCLP’s ‘Black-cloth March’, 
Sanmu Chen and his friends towed a long big 

plastic pipe with ‘讓你活著就足以顯示囻家的寬容’ 
(letting you live sufficiently shows the country’s 

tolerance) written in red on it. 
wen yau, in a black I♥HK T-shirt, blind-folded 
herself with a red flag with stars and joined the 

march too. 
(https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10152474

850264775) 

 
 

18 Sep: University students from various 
departments or faculties began to form political 

reform concern groups one after another.  
Students from CUHK Fine Art Department also 

founded a CUHK Fine Arts Political Reforms 
Concern Group, and hosted the ‘Artist vs. Activist’ 
seminar by Prof Frank Vigneron on 26 Sep in the 
campus. (https://www.facebook.com/中大藝術系政改

關注組-394002630753896/) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

23-26 Sep: Among the 112 presenters, writers 
Chan Chi Tak, Chan Wai Yee (Chan Wai), 

Lawrence Pun and Dorothy Tse Hiu Hung, curator 
Oscar Ho, Filmmakers Kenneth Ip (Shu Kei), 

Shannon Watsh and Ying Liang as well as artists 
Kacey Wong, wen yau and Zheng Bo, etc joined 

forces with ‘Boycott Classes, Continue Learning’ to 
host seminars and film screening during the Class 

Boycotts. 
 
 

  1 Sep: NPCSC Deputy Secretary General Li Fei 
visited Hong Kong to present the 8.31 Decision.  
 
7 Sep: HKFS lined up students from more than 14 
tertiary institutions for a 1-week class boycott 
starting from 22 Sep to object to the NPCSC’s 8.31 
Decision. 
 
9 Sep: 43 people shaved their heads in the OCLP’s 
‘Shave for Democracy’ (光。明。頂！) to show 
their ‘determination to continue the fight for 
democracy.’ 
 
11 Sep: In a radio interview, Benny Tai hinted that 
the OCLP would happen ‘on 1 Oct, the PRC’s 
National Day and coded the action as ‘joining a 
banquet’ (去飲). 
 
13 Sep: Scholarism called for class boycotts for 
secondary school students on 26 Sep to join forces 
with HKFS.  Convener Joshua Wong and other 
group members blind-folded themselves with red 
ribbons in their press conference in front of the 
Civic Square. 
 
14 Sep: OCLP organised the ‘Black-cloth March’’ 
(黑布行).  Protesters were dressed in black and 
carried 5 pieces of black cloth (50-meter long in 
total) along the parade from East Point Road, 
Causeway Bay to Chater Road, Central. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
22 Sep: About 13,000 university and college 
students as well as teachers (as claimed by HKFS) 
rallied in the University Mall at CUHK for the kick-
off of the Class Boycotts on the theme ‘‘Self-
Determination’ (命運自主).  The HKFS demanded 
that the HKSAR government establish civil 
nomination for the 2017 CE election, to abolish all 
functional constituency seats in the LegCo, to 
apologise to the Hong Kong people for the injustice 
of the electoral reform, and the resignation of the 
principal officials responsible for the electoral 
reform including CE Leung Chun Ying, Chief 
Secretary (CS) Carrie Lam, etc. 
 
23-26 Sep: The Class Boycotts took place in 
Tamar Park (23-25) and Tim Mei Avenue (26)  at 
CGC.  112 scholars and university teachers also 
launched  ‘Boycott Classes, Continue Learning’ (罷
課不罷學) on site to offer talks and seminars in 
different corners on topics relating to social 
movements, social justice, politics, Hong Kong 
society, etc.  There were also rallies in the evenings 
during the Class Boycotts. 
(https://sites.google.com/site/woxilaoshibakeguanwoshi/) 
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23 Sep: Clara Cheung initiated the ‘Wild Grass 
Art Action – outdoor sketching’ and invited 

friends and the public to join them in drawing 
wild plants outside the Civil Square at 

Government Offices on 23 Sep.  A dozen artists 
and other people joined the action and tied their 

drawings and yellow ribbons on the plants.  
(https://www.facebook.com/events/1453519758262504/) 

 
 

24-25 Sep: Cally Yu organised movement 
workshops hosted by Kenneth Sze and Yuenjie 
Maru on contact improvisation and ‘Symbiotic 

Dance’ to improve flexibility of body. 
(https://www.facebook.com/events/830983673600986/) 

  25 Sep: To exert pressure on CE Leung Chun Ying 
who did not answer their demand in person by the 
designated deadline (11am, 25 Sep), HKFS 
launched a march of about 4,000 people to the 
Government House at 9:30pm without any prior 
notice to the police.  A few hundred students and 
protesters stayed outside the Government House 
overnight but CE Leung did not make any 
response. 
 
26 Sep: Some secondary school students joined 
the Class Boycotts.  At 10pm, some activists and 
students gathered outside the Civic Square, and 
Joshua Wong, convener of Scholarism, suddenly 
called for the supporters to ‘Reclaim Civic Square’ 
(重奪公民廣場).  About a hundred protesters 
climbed across the newly built fences and barriers 
to enter the plaza.  Wong and some other activists 
were arrested during and after the raid. Several 
protesters were hospitalised, and others remained 
on the flag stage inside the plaza.  Supporters 
dashed to CGC to show their support to students 
and stayed overnight there.  Anti-riot police and 
the crowds inside and outside the plaza were 
locked in a stalemate, and pepper spray was widely 
used to disperse the protesters. 
 
27 Sep: The OCLP trio, Bishop Emeritus Cardinal 
Joseph Zen, etc arrived at CGC to show their 
support but refused to launch the occupation 
earlier.  Supporters passed food and refreshment 
via reporters to the protesters inside the Civic 
Square.  The black-on-white handwritten banner 
with a slogan ‘希望在於人民 改變始於抗爭’ (Hope 
rests with the people; Change starts with the 
struggle.) used by HKFS since 1 Jul 2014 Rally was 
then hung between the flag poles.   
Police started to remove the protesters from 1pm, 
and arrested 61 people including the HKFS 
Secretary-General Alex Chow and Deputy 
Secretary-General Lester Shum during the 
eviction.  HKFS and Scholarism called for their 
supporters to gather outside the Civic Square until 
the student leaders were released and bring along 
supplies such as saline solution, water raincoat, 
umbrella, cling film, eye masks and face masks as 
protective and medical use for pepper spray.  Large 
crowds gathered at CGC and the surrounding 
roadways despite police warnings. 
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28 Sep: At 2pm, Au Yeung Tung climbed over the 
fence and stood on the edge of the footbridge over 
Harcourt Road , the main motorway outside CGC.    
He called his action a performance art piece titled 

‘高舉抗爭的拳頭 2047 次’ (Raising the fist to 
struggle for 2047 times).   The firemen blocked 

one lane on the road and placed an airbed beneath 
the bridge, slowing traffic down significantly.   Au 

Yeung was arrested at about 4:30pm. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

29 Sep - 1 Oct: In the name of ‘hk oic’, Clara 
Cheung and wen yau initiated the ‘Umbrella 

Everywhere’ (遍地開遮) campaign in which the 
artists and their friends painted on umbrellas 

collected from protesters and returned them to 
other protesters on site.  During the process, they 

also welcomed others to participate and share 
their feelings too.  The campaign took place in 

Mongkok outside Pioneer Centre on 29 Sep and 
the afternoon of 1 Oct, and in Causeway Bay on 

the morning of 30 Sep.  
(https://www.facebook.com/events/367536676744353/) 

(Also see Chapter 4 for further details)  

 
 

29 Sep: Kacey Wong created an album titled 
‘Umbrella Movement Logo Competition’ on 

Facebook by compiling images created by artists 
or other users showing a motif of umbrella in 

response to the occupy movement in Hong Kong.  
(https://www.facebook.com/kacey.wong.319/media_set

?set=a.10152749673435281.1073741853.681960280) 

  28 Sep: At 1am, OCLP announced the official 
launch of the occupation and stated that they 
would bring in their supplies, resources, 
volunteers, etc.    Some protesters were furious 
about OCLP ‘hijacking’ the students’ movement 
and left the site.   
In the morning, LegCo and Democracy Party 
members Albert Ho, Emily Lau, etc and others 
were arrested as they attempted to transport sound 
equipment into the protest site.  HKFS called for 
the crowds again to gather at the site, as the police 
was reinforced with 7,000 officers and blocked the 
roadways and entrance to the CGC East Wing.  
Tens of thousands of people were stuck on the 
footbridge and other places surrounding the CGC 
East Wing.  CE Leung declared Occupy Central 
unlawful and that the HKSAR government would 
not concede. 
At about 4pm, large crowds flooded into 
Connaught Road Central and Harcourt Road as 
traffic slowed down.  Policemen chained the street 
up to stop people getting into the blocked area 
outside CGC East Wing and attempted to disperse 
the protests on the roadways. 
At 5:57pm, police started shooting tear gas. There 
were rumours that rubber bullets were ready to be 
used for dispersing the crowds, and HKFS called 
on the protesters to retreat in the evening.   
At 8:30pm, Joshua Wong of Scholarism was 
released after a 46-hour detention.  Alex Chow and 
Lester Shum of HKFS were also released later after 
midnight. 
The police fired a total of 87 canisters of tear gas 
during the evening, to which protesters responded 
with guerrilla actions. At midnight, the occupation 
extended from Admiralty to sections of roads in 
Central, Wanchai and Causeway Bay on the Hong 
Kong side as well as Mongkok in Kowloon. 
 
29-30 Sep:  Protests continued in the occupied 
roads in various districts and occupiers 
constructed barricades with found objects in the 
street and organised resource stations.  Classes in 
all schools in Wanchai, Central and Western 
districts were suspended due to traffic disruption 
caused by the occupation and later on resumed on 
6 and 7 Oct.  Students’ unions of various 
universities decided to extend Class Boycotts 
indefinitely.   
CS Carrie Lam announced the postponement of the 
second phase of public consultation on 
constitutional development in view of the social 
atmosphere then.  The fireworks on PRC’s National 
Day, 1 Oct, was also cancelled.  The police also 
urged the protesters to disperse peacefully as the 
anti-riot officers had stood down. 
The protest attracted worldwide media coverage 
and was named by the Independent as the 
‘Umbrella Revolution’ as protesters used umbrellas 
shields in the face of tear gas. 
The police’s decision to fire tear gas on armless 
protesters made the general public shocked and 
exasperated.  In the next few days, a number of 
professional groups also released statements 
condemning the police for their excessive use of 
violence. 
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1 Oct: ‘Standby You: Add Oil Machine for OCLP’ 
(並肩上：佔中打氣機) created by Jason Lam and 
Sampson Wong officially launched in Admiralty 

site after technical testing on 29-30 Sep.  
Selected messages collected locally and from 

around the world were projected on the outer wall 
of the CGC East Wing every evening till 10 Dec 

2014, the eve of the police’s clearance of the 
occupied site. 

(https://www.facebook.com/addoilteam/) 
 

1 Oct: Social worker Leslie Chow and his friends 
left some colourful post-in notes near the staircase 

outside the CGC East Wing and let people post 
their messages on the wall.  An abundance of post-

in notes soon made the wall a landmark in the 
Admiralty site and was later named the ‘Lennon 

Wall Hong Kong’ after the Lennon Wall in Prague, 
Czech Republic. 

(https://www.facebook.com/memowallhk930/;  
https://hk.news.appledaily.com/local/daily/article/201

41010/18895493) 

 

  1 Oct: Joshua Wong of Scholarism led young 
student protesters in staging a silent protest at the 
official flag-raising ceremony outside the 
Convention Centre celebrating the PRC’s National 
Day. 
 
1-3 Oct: a small group of protesters occupied a 
section of Canton Road in Tsim Sha Tsui (TST), a 
popular shopping area for mainland tourists.  The 
site did not receive much support.  Anti-occupy 
mobs raid TST, Mongkok and Causeway Bay sites 
on 3 Oct. 
 
2 Oct: At 8pm, HKFS sent an open letter to 
propose a public meeting with CS Carrie Lam to 
discuss constitutional reforms. 
(https://www.hkfs.org.hk/an-open-letter-to-ms-carrie-
lam/) Peter William Mathieson and Joseph Sung, 
Vice-Chancellors of HKU and CUHK visited the 
students stationed outside CE offices at CGC.  
Before midnight, CE Leung announced to appoint 
Lam as representative to meet the students. 
 
3 Oct: In late afternoon, a mob raided the 
occupied site in Mongkok and forcefully tore off 
the marquees and tents set up by the occupiers 
while the policemen lined up to reopen certain 
parts of the occupied roadway.  The Anti-occupiers 
confronted and assaulted the occupiers but the 
police were apathetic and even let the assailants 
leave the site through special passages.  There were 
also similar incidents in Causeway Bay.   
Pro-democracy protesters, supporters and 
occupiers were shocked by the gangsters’ flagrant 
violence, and saw the police collaborating with 
triads, though the police denied such accusations.  
The HKFS decided to call off the planned talks 
with CS until the assaults were investigated 
thoroughly.  Clashes persisted till the next 
morning.  12 or more people plus 6 police officers 
were injured, while 19 people were arrested. 

1 Oct:  Students from School of 
Creative Media, City University 

of Hong Kong, collected a dozen 
damaged umbrellas in the 

occupied sites and created the 
first monumental installation ‘聚

傘樹’ (Umbrella Tree) on site, 
displayed at the roundabout 
outside the LegCo building.  

1 Oct: Vangi Fong and her friends also started the 
‘Occupy and Shop Local’(佔領撐小店) project that 

aimed to research the effect of occupation on 
independent local restaurants and some retail 

stores in Mongkok.  A giant map was created and 
displayed in the Mongkok site. 

 
2 Oct: Students from CUHK Fine Arts 

Department wrote calligraphy on umbrellas in the 
Admiralty site, and also distributed some printed 

stickers of their graphics about Umbrella 
Movement in the occupied sites. 

 
2 Oct: Eric Ng and his friends started the ‘24 

Hours in the Revolution’ (革命中的廿四小時) in 
the Mongkok site.  They chatted with people from 

all walks of life and composed songs and lyrics 
based on stories collected on site.  They originally 

aimed to produce 24 songs within 24 hours, but 
the project extended to other sites as well as other 

public spaces in different parts of Hong Kong.  A 
total of 40 songs were produced and uploaded to 

their YouTube channel. 
(https://www.facebook.com/24HoursInTheRevolution/) 
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3 Oct: Students from Academy of Visual Arts, 
Hong Kong Baptist University (HKBU) made the 
‘百家遮’ (Umbrella Patchwork) from 30 damaged 

umbrellas collected from the occupied sites and 
hung it up on the footbridge over Harcourt Road. 

 
 

4 Oct: Pop singer Denise Ho and Anthony Wong 
produced the song ‘Raise the Umbrella’ (撐起雨傘) 

in collaboration with composer Pan and lyricist 
Albert Leung  and first performed it in the evening 
assembly of the Admiralty occupied site.  The song 

went viral on the Internet with translation into 
different languages made by  users on a self-

initiated and voluntary basis and became a ‘theme 
song’ of Umbrella Movement.  It was voted by the 
public to be ‘My Most Loved Song’ in the Ultimate 
Song Chart organised by Commercial Radio Hong 
Kong in Jan 2015.  Denise Ho and Anthony Wong 

were blacklisted by mainland Chinese media 
afterward. (http://youtu.be/C_23GElzJFo) 

 
5 Oct: An untitled life-size statue made of wooden 
blocks holding a yellow umbrella was delivered to 

Admiralty site.  The sculpture, created by two 
artists nicknamed Milk and Sum, was later on 

called ‘Umbrella Man’ and displayed in front of 
the ‘Lennon Wall Hong Kong’ and the ‘Standby 

You’ projection. 
 

7 Oct: On behalf of 
the Woofertening Group50, Vangi also organised 

the ‘Pick It Good! Super Occupy Cottage Design 
Competition’ (拾德好！超級佔領小屋設計大賽) 
project, which invited the public to use recycled 

materials to build their own cottages in Mongkok 
occupied site.  The ‘cottages’ were reviewed by the 

invited judge Kacey Wong on 10 Oct and then 
destroyed by the ‘anti-leftards’ gang in the early 

morning of 11 Oct. 

 
 
 
 

 
    

   
3 Oct: In late afternoon, a mob raided the 
occupied site in Mongkok and forcefully tore off 
the marquees and tents set up by the occupiers 
while the policemen lined up to reopen certain part 
of the occupied roadway.  The Anti-occupiers 
confronted and assaulted the occupiers but the 
police were apathetic and even let the assailants 
leave the site through their special passage.  There 
were also similar incidents in Causeway Bay.   
Pro-democracy protesters, supporters and 
occupiers were shocked by the gangsters’ flagrant 
violence, and saw the police collaborating with 
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9 Oct: Convened by scholar Ho Sik Ying, 
filmmaker Shu Kei, writer Chan Wai,  singers 
Anthony Wong and Denise Ho, and joined by 

more than 50 artists and cultural practitioners, 
Hong Kong Shield (文化界監察暴力行動組) was 

established to monitor police brutality and 
violence in general. 

 
9 Oct: Activist Jaco Chow and his friends initiated 

an event ‘佔領的更多可能－旺角新村 opening’ 
(Possibilities of Occupy: Mongkok New Village 
Opening) in which table tennis, hotpot dinner, 

mahjong games, etc were set up in the occupied 
site on Nathan Road, Mongkok.  The event stirred 

up storms of controversy as some occupiers 
criticized such carnival-style actions, especially 

after the gangsters’ raid on 3 Oct.  
(https://www.facebook.com/events/703602843068553

/) (also see section 3.6 for further details) 

 
 

12 Oct: a group of dancers joined veteran dancers 
Mui Cheuk Yin and Daniel Yeung in staging a 

contemporary dance performance titled Dance 
with Umbrellas (與傘共舞) in the Admiralty site.  

The dancers staged the performance again in 
Admiralty (26 Oct), Mongkok (28 Oct) and CUHK 

(25 Dec). (https://youtu.be/EGVxd6CFJj0) 
 

14 Oct: Umbrella Movement Visual Archives and 
Research Collective (雨傘運動視覺文化庫存計劃) 

hosted its first meeting in Admiralty site with  
dozens of volunteers recruited from social media.  
The collective aimed to document the vernacular 

creativity found in the Umbrella Movement and to 
preserve  protest objects before police eviction. 

(https://www.facebook.com/umbrellaarchive/) 
 

15 Oct: At 8pm, Kurt Chan had a seminar on art 
and politics outside the LegCo at CGC. 

 
17 Oct: In the middle of the deadlock in the 

‘Reoccupy Mongkok’ action, a group of artists 
staged an impromptu ‘jam’ on the roadway that 
subtly transformed the antagonism on site and 
help reoccupy the road without bloodshed. (see 

Chapter 4 Section 4.6 for further details.) 

 

  9 Oct: The HKSAR government announced the 
temporary suspension of dialogue with HKFS after 
HKFS, Scholarism and OCLP manifested a series 
of non-cooperation movement actions in 
coordination with the occupy movement.  The 
student groups called on the protesters to set up 
their tents in occupied sites for more sustainable 
protests. 
 
10 Oct: HKFS offered to vacate Queensway, one of 
the major roadways in Admiralty or other roads in 
exchange of the reopening of the Civic Square by 
the HKSAR government.    
 
11 Oct: HKFS and Scholarism issued “An Open 
Letter to  Chinese  President  XI  Jinping  on  Hong  
Kong  People’s Well-
Being”(https://www.inmediahk.net/node/1027172) 
 
13 Oct: The OCLP  issued a statement urging the 
HKSAR government  to reopen the Civic Square to  
respond to protesters’ demands. 
 
14 Oct: The police ‘removed barricades’ on 
Queensway in Admiralty and the eastbound Yee 
Wo Street in Causeway Bay and reopened the 
roadways for traffic.  In response, a hundred  
protesters occupied Lung Wo Road, one of the 
major roadways connecting Wanchai and Central 
outside the CGC in the evening. 
 
15 Oct: In the early morning, the police used 
pepper spray and arrested 45 people to forcibly 
clear Lung Wo Road.  TVB news reported that 
activist Ken Tsang was taken to a ‘dark corner’ in 
Tamar Park and brutally assaulted by 7 policemen.  
The TV news footage went viral on the internet and 
news director Keith Yuen was accused of exercising 
self-censorship after the video was aired.  Tsang 
was charged and found guilty of assault on Police 
Officers in May 2016.  The 7 involved policemen 
were arrested and found guilty of Assault 
occasioning actual bodily harm in Feb 2017.  This 
incident shocked the pro-democracy protesters 
because of the police’s brutality and the HKSAR 
government’s indifference towards it.  The pro-
establishment groups also voiced their enthusiastic 
support for the police. 
 
 
17 Oct: The police abruptly evacuated the 
Mongkok site in the early morning.  After dark, a 
few thousand people gathered there again after 
work.  Part of Nathan Road in Mongkok was 
reoccupied at midnight after numerous clashes 
between the police and protesters on site. 
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17 Oct – 1 Nov: new media artists Annie Wan 
and Eric Siu showed their work in response to the 
outbreak of Umbrella Movement in the exhibition 
DIY Future New Media Arts Exhibition as part of 

the New Vision Festival 2014 presented by the 
Leisure and Cultural Services Department. 

(https://www.facebook.com/events/694985740585170/)  
 

17 Oct - 23 Nov: In the ‘Community Museum 
Project’ exhibition at HKBU, Community Museum 

Project re-presented documentation of a bus 
which got stuck at the road intersection at the 

occupied site and was turned into a giant 
‘democracy wall’ by the protesters in the first week 

of the occupation. 
(http://artassocialinterac.wixsite.com/hktw/)  

 
23 Oct (ca.) - 11 Dec: Miso Zo staged a tank 

made of plastic water bottle wastes and tents in 
Admiralty site.  He later on also created other 

large-scale sculptures/installations and paintings 
on site, including a three-panel plein-air depicting 
the scenery in the occupied site, and The Gadfly, a 

piece featuring several huge flies made of plastic 
pipes and safety helmets caught in a web radiating 

from a gigantic pesticide spray. The 
sculptures/installations stayed till the end when 

the police evacuated the site. 
 
 

19 Oct: Kacey Wong set up his ‘Art Study Station’ 
(藝術研習社) in the Admiralty site. He appeared 

occasionally during the occupation and invited the 
public to discuss art and any other topics with 

him. (http://www.kaceywong.com/art-study-station/) 

 
 

23 Oct: a massive printed vertical banner that 
reads ‘我要真普選’ (I want real universal suffrage), 

black on yellow with an umbrella graphic on the 
top and #umbrellamovement on the bottom was 

hung up on the Lion Rock.  A member of the rock 
climbers’ group called ‘The Hong Kong Spidie’  

dressed up as Spider-man and made a statement 
on YouTube (https://youtu.be/1gnLAeuRy_k).  The 
banner was removed the next day, and the act of 
hanging similar banners’ recurred on Lion Rock 

and in various places in the city at different times. 
 

28 Oct: C&G Artpartment hosted a ‘portrait 
exchange project’ in Mongkok occupied site, 

inviting people to draw portraits of each other for 
mutual exchange. 

 
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
20 Oct: The High Court granted an interim 
injunction to a taxi drivers' group and a minibus 
operators' group, requiring participants of the 
unlawful assemblies to leave the occupied sections 
of roads in Mongkok and Admiralty. 
 
21 Oct:  5 student leaders of HKFS had an open 
dialogue with three members of the Task Force on 
Constitutional Development (CS Carrie Lam, 
Secretary for Justice Rimsky Yuen and Secretary 
for Constitutional and Mainland Affairs Raymond 
Tam and two other responsible officials).  
Thousands of supporters and protesters watched 
the live broadcast in the occupied site.  Both sides 
insisted on their own stances and no progress was 
made. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
24 Oct: The HKFS, Scholarism and OCLP 
announced that they would host a referendum on 
26-27 Oct in the Admiralty occupied site on 2 
motions concerning the HKSAR government’s 
handling of controversies surrounding political 
reform.  The referendum was heavily condemned 
by the occupiers for prioritising Admiralty over 
other sites.  Representatives of the 3 groups bowed 
in apology for cancelling the referendum because 
of lack of consultation and deliberation. 
 
25 Oct: The APD set up petition booths on the 
street to support the police.  Also, 4 reporters were 
assaulted by hostile crowds in a rally organised by 
the ‘Blue Ribbon Movement’ (藍絲帶運動) in Tsim 
Sha Tsui.  Hong Kong Journalists Association and 
other unions of media workers loudly condemned 
the attacks.  The APD claimed to have received 
more than 1.83 million signatures and handed the 
signatures in to the CS Carrie Lam on 3 Nov. 
 
28 Oct: The HKFS issued an open letter to CS 
again restressing the request for withdrawal from 
the 8.31 decision to be included in the HKSAR 
government’s report to Hong Kong and Macau 
Affairs Office.  Benny Tai and Chan Kin Man of 
OCLP resumed their teaching duties at their 
respective universities and OCLP handed over the 
command of its medic, marshal and supplies teams 
to the student groups. 



 
 

Performing Identities:  
performative practices in post-Handover Hong Kong art & activism 

 

 (2014)  

30 Oct: Students of CUHK Fine Arts Department 
and Cultural Studies Department co-presented an 

outdoor exhibition titled ‘Museum of 19 Politics’ in 
the campus. 

(https://www.facebook.com/cuspcusp/posts/781117878
615625)  The exhibition toured to the Admiralty 

occupied site on the evening of 14 Nov. 
(https://www.facebook.com/cuspcusp/posts/788379351

222811) 

  15 Nov: 4 HKFS leaders attempted to fly to 
Beijing, seeking a meeting with the PRC’s leaders, 
but were stopped by Hong Kong authorities for 
their ‘invalid’ travel visas. 
 
18 Nov: With the aid of police, bailiffs cleared a 
portion of the Admiralty camp in front of Citic 
Tower near the Civic Square, after the building's 
owners were granted an injunction by the High 
Court. 
 
18-19 Nov: Scores of masked protesters stormed 
the LegCo at midnight with a metal barrier because 
of rumours on the Internet saying the LegCo would 
discuss the Copyright (Amendments) Bill.  A glass 
door was battered and six men were arrested. 
 
21 Nov: Some protesters were discontented and 
called for the dissolution of the  ‘main stage’ hosted 
by some OCLP-related campaigners and the 
marshal team in the Admiralty site.  An open 
discussion was held and then the ‘main stage’ 
opened up airtime daily to those who wanted to 
opine. 
 
25-26 Nov: With the help of police, bailiffs 
cleared a portion of Argyle Street on 25 Nov 
following an injunction granted by the high court.  
Protesters occupied some other roads in the 
evening and were evacuated by Riot Police with 
pepper spray.  On 26 Nov, the Nathan Road site 
was cleared too.  A total of 55 activists including 
Joshua Wong of Scholarism and Lester Shum were 
arrested during a clearance operation. 
 
26 Nov: Following CE Leung Chun Ying’s calling 
on shoppers to return to Mongkok, protesters 
launched a ‘鳩嗚’ (Gau Wu, pinyin of ‘Shopping’ in 
Putonghua) protest in Mongkok area.  The 
campaign began as a guerrilla action drifting 
around in the streets.  After a long investigation, 
former superintendent Franklin Chu was arrested 
on 28 Mar 2017 and charged with assault after 
striking a bystander with a baton.  The Gau Wu 
protest later on settled as a group protest stationed 
in Sai Yeung Choi Street near Shan Tung Street 
every evening.  
 
 
 
30 Nov - 1 Dec: HKFS and Scholarism initiated 
the ‘對準政權，誓爭民主’ (Aligned with the regime, 
vow to fight democracy) action to ‘besiege the CGC’ 
on 30 Nov night.  Protesters occupied Lung Wo 
Road nearby and the police’s evacuation led to 
clashes and bloodshed in the early morning on 1 
Dec.  HKFS  and  Scholarism  admitted  
subsequently  
that the action had failed. 
 
1-6 Dec: Joshua Wong, convener of Scholarism 
and two fellow students began an ‘indefinite’ 
hunger strike to demand that the HKSAR 
government discuss the protesters’ demands for 
political reform.  They ended the strike on 6 Dec 
due to health problems. 

12 Nov: C&G 
Artpartment hosted a 
‘Still Life Drawing of 

plants on Nathan Road’ 
and invited people to 

make a portrait of plants 
in the Mongkok occupied 

site. 

 

 

13 Nov - 11 Dec: Kacey Wong staged his 
‘Umbrella Movement Blind Drawings’ project in 
Admiralty site. He put his hands inside a yellow 

box while drawing a portrait of each participant in 
1 minute. He appeared occasionally until the end 

of occupation.  
 

13 Nov: C&G Artpartment relocated the monthly 
‘Under the Bed’ screening to Mongkok site. The 

programme featured early video work by wen yau. 
(https://www.facebook.com/events/732778633458174/) 

 
 

14 Nov: Vinci Mok hosted the ‘Butoh Dance 
Ritual with Umbrella Spirit’ (雨傘下的舞踏祭) 

with some dancers and musicians in the Admiralty 
site. 

(https://www.facebook.com/events/322774734577203)  
 

21 Nov: Vinci Mok hosted the ‘Butoh Dance 
Ritual with Umbrella Spirit’ (雨傘下的舞踏祭) 
again with some dancers and musicians inthe  

Causeway Bay site. 
(https://www.facebook.com/events/1428262027433591/)  

 
30 Nov: hk oic hosted the ‘Paint your Shopping 

Bags’ on the pedestrian streets in Mongkok in 
response to the CE’s call for people to go 

‘shopping’ in the once-affected area after the 
evacuation of the occupation. 

(https://www.facebook.com/events/569467289864523)  
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20 Dec - 23 Jan: The exhibition ‘Umbrella Diary’  

(雨傘日記) featured Waiwai’s illustrations of the 
Umbrella Movement at tgt Art and Design Gallery. 
(https://www.facebook.com/hktgt/posts/32702479749

0960) 
 

25 Dec: In collaboration with Hong Kong Shield, 
singers Denise Ho and Anthony Wong organised 

the ‘黃色聖誕·音樂串流’ (Yellow Christmas. Music 
Streaming) which staged surprise performances in 

different districts in Hong Kong as a post-occupy 
engagement.  The tour ended at CUHK where the 

class boycotts started.  
(https://www.facebook.com/HOCCHOCC/photos/a.101
53397264260230.1073741832.100375550229/10154979

375475230/)  
 

30 Dec: wen yau did a plein-air in front of the 
‘Lennon Wall Hong Kong’ that was cleaned after 

the eviction of the occupation.  She invited 
passers-by to contribute their colourful strokes on 

the canvas to ‘reconstruct’ the Lennon Wall they 
missed. (see Chapter 4 Section 4.9 for further details.) 

 
 

  3 Dec: the OCLP Trio (Benny Tai, Chan Kin-man 
and Reverend Chu Yiu Ming) and some 
participants of the occupy movement turned 
themselves in separately at the Central Police 
Station.  Student leaders responded that they 
respected their action but would not follow. 
 
10 Dec: The evening before the police’s clearance 
operation in Admiralty site, thousands of 
protesters went to the site for photo shooting and 
gatherings. Slogans such as ‘We will be back’ and 
‘It’s just the beginning’ were displayed in different 
places on site. 
 
11 Dec: About a hundred protesters sat peacefully 
in the Admiralty site and were arrested one by one 
by the police.  Road traffic was resumed in the 
evening after the clearance.  Dozens of protesters 
remained on the sidewalk outside the Civic Square 
as that area was not covered by the injunction 
granted by the high court. 
 
15 Dec: Police evacuated the Causeway Bay 
occupied site.  The protest and encampment 
outside the LegCo was also cleared.  This marked 
the end of the 79-day long occupation. 
 
23 Dec: a 14-year-old girl was arrested for making 
chalk drawings on the ‘Lennon Wall Hong Kong’.  
The arrest shocked the pro-democracy supporters 
and some people deliberately drew or wrote on the 
Wall with chalk as a protest.  The Wall was then 
heavily guarded. 

  

 2015  

6 Jan - 28 Feb: Ivy Ma’s solo exhibition ‘Last 
Year’ (去年) at Gallery Exit features work 

manipulating snapshots of protesters in occupied 
sites. (http://www.galleryexit.com/201501.html)  

 
11 Jan: Hong Kong Shield organised the ‘凝聚傘

粉•自由的筆’ (Umbrella Fans Come Together: Free 
drawing) to protest against the arrest of the 14-

year-old girl for her chalk drawing on the 
evacuated ‘Lennon Wall Hong Kong’. This protest 
was joined by Sanmu Chen, Seeman Ho, To Yeuk, 

wen yau, Ricky Yeung, etc. 
(https://www.facebook.com/pg/hongkongshield/photos

/?tab=album&album_id=746524985431547)  

 
 
 

  7 Jan: The HKSAR government launched the 
second  
round of public  consultation  on  constitutional  
Development. 



 
 

Performing Identities:  
performative practices in post-Handover Hong Kong art & activism 

 

 (2015)  

14 Jan: Clara Cheung did a work titled Egging 
with 1000 eggs (擲一千隻雞蛋) by throwing 1,000 

eggs on herself one by one to express her 
helplessness as a mother of two children in Hong 

Kong outside the LegCo where the Chief 
Executive was presenting the Policy Address. 

(https://hk.news.appledaily.com/local/daily/article/201
50123/19012731)  

 
20 Jan - 11 Feb: Birdy Chu’s solo exhibition ‘It’s 

just the beginning’ featured photo and video 
documentation of the Umbrella Movement in the 

Goethe Institut Hongkong. 
(https://www.facebook.com/events/1590322497868855/) 

 
5-27 Feb: Cultural Studies Department Lingnan 

University organised the ‘Prelude to Lingnan Arts 
Festival 2015: creativity movement space’ 

exhibition on the theme of the Umbrella 
Movement featuring two exhibitions by Francesco 

Lietti and wen yau. 
(https://www.ln.edu.hk/arts/af2015/movementtalk.php)  

 
 

7 Feb: hk oic organised a group of artists to join 
one of the public hearing sessions regarding 
universal suffrage in LegCo.  In the so-called 

‘Hong Kong Art Community’s First Ever Publicly 
Engaged High degree of Autonomy or so – Art in 
LegCo Competition’ (第一屆全港文藝界破天荒全

民參與高度自治乜乜乜藝術在立法會大賽), each 
artist used the 3 minutes of air-time to stage a 

performance in the LegCo. The public hearing, 
including performances, were broadcast live. 

(https://youtu.be/9xMN0WRSlmI?t=58m48s)  
 

7 Mar: hk oic made an open call ‘Archiving 
artwork created during the Umbrella Movement’ 

(2017 機不可失 關注香港民主政制藝術作品政府永

久收藏計劃) for the documentation of artwork 
produced during the Umbrella Movement. A total 

of 25 portfolios collected and compiled in 150 
pages was submitted to the ‘HKSAR: Method for 

Selecting the Chief Executive by Universal 
Suffrage – Consultation Report and Proposals.’ 

The portfolios were then included in the 
government report and became an official archive 

of art in Umbrella Movement. 
(https://www.facebook.com/events/1023953530967076/) 

 
8 Feb - 1 Mar: ‘Outside Forces: Conversation 

Exhibition by Enoch Cheung and Paul Yeung’ (勾
犀科實：張康生與楊德銘對談展) was held at 

Lumenvisum, featuring work inspired by their 
dialogues on recent social movements in Hong 

Kong.  (http://www.lumenvisum.org/site/exhibition/outside-
forces/) 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
31 Jan & 7 Feb: The LegCo Panel on 
Constitutional Affairs invited the public to attend 
and opine in the public hearing sessions. 
(https://www.LegCo.gov.hk/yr14-
15/english/panels/ca/general/ca1415.htm)  
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13 Feb - 2 Mar: Chloe Cheuk’s solo exhibition 
‘Every Every’ (每每) featured work in response to 

the occupation in Hong Kong. 
(https://www.facebook.com/events/801524246550307/) 

 
14-16 Mar: ‘Hong Kong In-Media Under The 

Umbrella: Photo Exhibition and Installations’ (傘
下獨媒：雨傘運動照片／裝置展) was held at HK 

In-Media. (http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1032191) 
  

24-28 Mar: ‘Record of our bravest fight: Photo 
Exhibition of Umbrella Movement’ (學生抗爭實

錄：雨傘運動學生相片展覽) was organised by the 
Communication Society at HKBU. 

(https://www.facebook.com/events/718874098211774/)  

 
 

29 Mar - 7 Apr: ‘Umbrella Voices: Artwork in 
Umbrella Movement’ (雨言：雨傘運動作品展) was 

organised by Hong Kong Polytechnic University 
Students Social Concern Group (HKPUSSCG) 

displaying some artwork that had been shown in 
occupied sites.  Workshop and forum were held 

too during the exhibition. 
(https://www.facebook.com/hkpusu/photos/a.4411120693
05462.1073741827.395371830546153/826141640802501/) 
 

12 Apr: Local and international artists in the 
‘Embodied Action, Enacted Bodies – Hong Kong 

International Performance Art Festival’ (身體力行

－－香港國際行為藝術節) relocated their last 
collective performance from Jockey Club Creative 

Arts Centre (JCCAC) to the Plaza outside Hong 
Kong Cultural Centre, Tsim Sha Tsui as a response 
to the heavily guarded public space in Hong Kong 

after the occupation. 
(https://www.facebook.com/events/801884076525897/) 

  
17-31 May: ‘Umbrella Festival’ (雨傘節) was 

presented at the JCCAC by the MA Programmes in 
the Culture Studies Division of the Department of 

Cultural and Religious Studies, Chinese University 
of Hong Kong.  The festival programmes 
comprised of exhibitions, performances, 
screenings, etc on the topic of Umbrella 

Movement.  Part of the exhibition also toured to 
US and Canada later on. 

(https://www.vcs.crs.cuhk.edu.hk/umbrella-festival) 

 
  

21-22 May: ‘It’s Just the Beginning: original art 
from the Umbrella Movement’ was presented by 

the XXX Gallery. 
(https://www.facebook.com/events/545764635563119/) 

 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
22 Apr: The HKSAR government published the 
Consultation Report and Proposals on the Method 
for Selecting the Chief Executive by Universal 
Suffrage. 
(http://www.2017.gov.hk/en/second/report.html) 
 
31 May: 54 pro-establishment and pan-
democratic LegCo members had a closed-door 
meeting in Shenzhen with Basic Law Committee 
chairman Li Fei, Wang Guangya, director of the 
HKMAO, etc.  The PRC officials stressed once 
more the validity of the 8.31 decision, and Li 
warned that the LegCo vote on reform showed the 
lawmakers’ loyalty to ‘One Country, Two Systems.’ 
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19 Sep - 14 Nov: South Ho’s solo exhibition 
‘good day good night’ (早安晚安) at Blindspot 
Gallery featured his photographic work made 

during the occupation.  
(https://blindspotgallery.com/exhibition/good-day-

good-night/) 
  

26 Sep - 16 Oct: Organised by the Umbrella 
Movement Visual Archive, ‘Hereafter: Objects 

from the Umbrella Movement’ (其後：雨傘運動中

的物件) featured protest objects collected by the 
archive during the occupation. 

(https://www.facebook.com/events/398259890366598/)  
 

29 Sep - 10 Oct: ‘The Road: Photographic Works 
by Tse Ming-chong’ (路•曼曼) at Karin Weber 

Gallery featured work documenting early days of 
the Umbrella Movement. 

(http://www.karinwebergallery.com/exhibitions/the-
road-photographic-works-by-tse-ming-chong/) 

  14 Jun: Civil Right Human Rights Front organised 
a rally along with other pan-democratic groups and 
parties against ‘fake universal suffrage’.  About 
3,000 protesters joined the march. 
 
 18 Jun: The reform package was vetoed in an 
unexpected way as a majority of pro-establishment 
legislators walked out of the chamber ahead of the 
vote by mistake.  (The results the resolution: Yes: 
8; No: 28; Abstain: 0)  The pro-establishment 
legislators apologised for their mistake afterward. 
 
1 Jul: 48,000 protesters reportedly joined the 
annual 1 July Rally (police estimated about 20,000 
pariticipants).  This was the lowest turnout since 
2008.  
 
27 Aug: Joshua Wong of Scholarism, Alex Chow 
and Nathan Law were charged for taking part and 
inciting others to join an unlawful assembly on 26 
Sep 2014.  On 15 Aug 2016, Chow received a 
three-week suspended sentence, Wong and Law 
were each given 80 and 120 hours of community 
service.  On 17 Aug 2017, following a successful 
appeal of their sentences by the Department of 
Justice, the student leaders received 6-8 month 
prison terms.   On 6 Feb 2018, they won their 
appeal against the prison terms. 
 
28 Sep: Thousands of protesters gathered in 
Admiralty outside CGC to commemorate the 1st 
anniversary of the Umbrella Movement.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
22 Nov: A record-breaking 1.4 million voters cast 
their votes in the 2015 District Board Election 
(47.01% of the registered voters, as compared to 
1.2 million or 41.49% in the same election in 2011).  
A new generation of Democrats and ‘Umbrella 
soldiers’ emerged and won 15 per cent of all pro-
democracy votes or 16 seats. 

19 Oct - 22 Nov: 
‘IMAGE@OCCUPY Umbrella 

Photo Exhibition’ (影像@佔

領 雨傘運動攝影展) 
organised by the Creative 

Media Laboratory, an 
undergraduate student 

practicum, featured work by 
staff, alumni and students of 

School of Journalism and 
Communication, Chinese 
University of Hong Kong 

(https://www.cpr.cuhk.edu.hk/e
n/events_detail.php?1=1&id=11

765&1=1&id=11765) 

 

14 Nov: soundpocket 
released the crowd-funded 

album ‘DAY AFTER 翌日

[2014.9.29 - 12.12]’ which 
presents the chronological 

order of the recordings from 
29 Sep to 12 Dec in Hong 

Kong.  This album began as a 
field recording investigative 

project initiated by The 
Library by soundpocket in 

January 2015. 
(http://www.soundpocket.org.hk

/v2/uncategorized/day-after/) 

 

  



 
 

 

Appendix I: A Brief Timeline of Occupy/Umbrella Movement  | 

 2016  

23 Aug - 23 Oct: Green Wave Art presented the 
‘Extending Occupation’ (佔領相連展) exhibition in 

response to the 2nd anniversary of the Umbrella 
Movement. 

  8-9 Feb: A civil unrest occurred in Mongkok on 
Lunar New Year Day following a protest against 
the government’s crackdown on unlicensed street 
hawkers.  Violent clashes broke out between the 
police and protesters.  Some activists called this 
incident the  ‘Fishball Revolution’ (魚蛋革命, with 
reference to the popular food sold by the hawkers), 
while the government classified it as a riot.  At the 
time of writing, a total of 56 protesters have been 
charged for riot, unlawful assembly, assault on 
police officers, etc and sentenced to up to 6 years.  
 
4 Sep: 2.2 million voters cast their votes in the 
2016 LegCo Election (58.28% of the registered 
voters in Geographical Constituency, as compared 
to 1.8 million or 53.05% in 2012.)  Out of 70 seats, 
the pro-establishment got 40 seats, the pan-
democratic camp got 26, the localists got 3, plus 1 
claimed to be independent.  However, on 7 Nov 
2016 and 14 Jul 2017, following the 
interpretation of Basic Law by the NPCSC, a total 
of 6 directly-elected oppositional or pan-
democratic lawmakers were unprecedentedly 
disqualified by the court for improper oath-taking.  
This caused the non-establishmentarians to lose 
veto power in LegCo after the by-elections. 
 
9 Dec: CE Leung Chun Ying announced that he 
would not seek re-election due to family reasons. 
In Mar 2017, he was selected and started serving 
as the vice-chairman of the National Committee of 
the Chinese People's Political Consultative 
Conference. 

 2017  

 
 
 

23 Sep - 3 Dec: In ‘Chris Evans, Pak Sheung 
Chuen: Two Exhibitions’ (Chris Evans、白雙全 : 

雙個展) at Para Site Art Space, Pak Sheung Chuen 
exhibited a series of work he produced after 

attending court proceedings  of cases involving  
political activities being prosecuted by the 

government. (http://www.para-
site.org.hk/en/exhibitions/chris-evans-pak-sheung-

chuen-two-exhibitions) 

  26 Mar: Carrie Lam, the former CS working on 
the constitutional reforms, won 777 votes of the 
1,194-member Election Committee as the Beijing-
favoured candidate in the HKSAR Chief Executive 
election, beating former Financial Secretary John 
Tsang and retired judge Woo Kwok Hing. 
 
20 Aug:  More than 100,000 protesters joined the 
march showing support to ‘political prisoners’ (聲
援政治犯遊行) after the government overturned 
sentences of student leaders who stormed the Civic 
Square in Sep 2014 as well as the activists who 
stormed the LegCo during protest against the 
Northeastern New Territories plan in Jun 2014.  
By Aug 2017, a total of 127 activists and protesters 
had been charged for unlawful assembly, criminal 
damage, common assault, assault on police 
officers, disorder in public places, access to 
computer with criminal intent, criminal contempt 
of court, obstructing a police officer, nuisances 
committed in public places, inciting others to take 
part in an unlawful assembly, etc. 
(https://bkb.mpweekly.com/cu0001/20170820-48362; 
https://www1.hkcnews.com/legalcasedb/events/59c4e16
f1cfa7a0ad8cc88a1) 
 

 
 
  



 
 

Performing Identities:  
performative practices in post-Handover Hong Kong art & activism 

 

 

Notes:  

• The timeline aims to compile major events or happenings in Hong Kong before, during and after the Umbrella 
Movement. 

• The timeline was compiled from findings from my own fieldwork and data collected during my thesis research.  
Activities are selected according to scale, performativity involved, aesthetics of social engagement, 
reimagination of public space, significance to sociopolitical development and to the advance of the social 
movement, etc.  Efforts were made to verify all information from various sources of documentation. 
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Appendix II 

Portfolio of My Work Related to Activism and 
Occupy/Umbrella Movement 
 
 
9 反佔中 hk oic 
 
I co-founded this initiative with Clara Cheung to experiment with critical engagement and 
tactics of protests such as over-identification, parodic performance, etc. 
 
 

(photo courtesy of hk oic) 

9 反佔中 hk oic 
30 July - 17 August 2014 
North Point; Causeway Bay; Central 
 
Guerrilla actions initated by Clara Cheung and me, as 
well as some other fellow artists.  We showed up at the 
Anti-occupy petition booths initiated by Alliance for 
Peace and Democracy (APD) without prior notice.  We 
showed our placards showing different slogans such 
as ‘我反佔中，因為佔中無錢派’ (I am against Occupy 
Central, because OC doesn’t pay me). 
On 17 August 2014, we presented a bust statue titled 
‘反佔中英雄不死 Long Live the Anti-Occupy Central 
Hero’ in the APD-organised ‘Peace and Democracy 
Day’ (和平普選日) rally.   
Our parodic protests aimed to create a rupture and 
engage the participants in the APD’s counter-protest 
to rethink the parroted slogans in the APD campaign 
and the fallacious logic behind it. 
  
(see Chapter 4 Section 4.2 and 4.3; for further details: 
https://www.facebook.com/on9AntiOC/) 

 

 
 

 
(photo courtesy of hk oic) 

遍地開遮 Umbrella Everywhere 
29 September – 1 October 
Mongkok; Causeway Bay 
 
A project initiated by Clara Cheung and me the day 
after the outbreak of Occupation, and joined by some 
fellow artists.  We collected umbrellas in the occupy 
sites, and painted with images related to the 
Occupy/Umbrella Movement. Passers-by were also 
invited to express their feelings about the movement 
via painting on the umbrellas. 
 
(see Chapter 4 Section 4.7; for further details: 
https://www.facebook.com/events/367536676744353/) 

 



 

Performing Identities:  
performative practices in post-Handover Hong Kong art & activism 

 

 

(photo courtesy of hk oic) 

還路於民！美化購物！Paint your Shopping Bags 
30 November 2014 
Sai Yeung Choi Street pedestrian streets, Mongkok 
 
Clara Cheung and I were painting shopping bags on 
the pedestrian streets in Mongkok in response to the 
Chief Executive’s call for the people to go ‘shopping’ in 
the once-affected area after the evacuation of the 
occupation. 
 
(for further details: 
https://www.facebook.com/events/569467289864523) 

 

 
 

 
(photo courtesy of hk oic) 

第一屆全港文藝界破天荒全民參與高度自治乜乜乜藝

術在立法會大賽 Hong Kong Art Community’s 
First Ever Publicly Engaged High degree of 
Autonomy or so – Art in LegCo Competition 
7 February 2015  
LegCo Panel on Constitutional Affairs 
 
Clara Cheung and I organised a group of artists to 
register to join one of the public hearing sessions 
regarding universal suffrage in Hong Kong.  Each 
used the 3 minutes of air time to stage a performance 
in the LegCo.  The public hearing including 
performances were broadcast live. 
 
(for further details: 
https://www.facebook.com/on9AntiOC/photos/a.143754747
6528276.1073741828.1436896696593354/15474805655349
66/; LegCo’s video archive:  
https://youtu.be/9xMN0WRSlmI?t=58m48s) 

 

 
 

(photo courtesy of hk oic) 

2017 機不可失 關注香港民主政制藝術作品政府永久收

藏計劃 Archiving artwork created during the 
Umbrella Movement 
27 February - 7 March 2015  
Hong Kong 
 
An open call for the documentation of artwork 
produced during the Umbrella Movement; a total of 
25 portfolios collected and compiled in 150 pages 
submitted to the ‘HKSAR: Method for Selecting the 
Chief Executive by Universal Suffrage – Consultation  
Report and Proposals.’  The portfolios were then 
included in the government report and became an 
official archive of art in Umbrella Movement. 
 
(for further details: 
https://www.facebook.com/events/1023953530967076/) 
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Other Performative Actions 
 
 

黑布行 Black Cloth March  
14 September 2014 
from Causeway Bay to Central 
 
I blind-folded myself with a red flag with stars and 
joined the Black Cloth March organized by the OCLP.

(photo by Rik Yu; courtesy of wen yau)
 

 

快樂抗爭之創意蛋散 Art and Activism: Creative 
Tactics that Freak You Out 
25 September 2014 
Tamar Park, Central Government Complex 
 
I presented this lecture performance in the ‘Boycott 
Classes, Continue Learning’ (罷課不罷學) campaign 
in which 112 scholars and university teachers 
voluntarily offered lectures during the Class Boycotts 
at Tamar Park.  I blind-folded myself with a red flag 
with stars and dressed like a secondary school 
student.  I presented myself as both a PhD student 
and a university teacher so as to question the status 
quo of power relations (student-teacher in this case) 
that one should beware in (creative) activism. I also 
claimed this as a ‘live’ version of the online campaign 
(一人一相撐學生, initiated by the Next Media1) calling 
for supporters to change their profile picture on social 
media to a photo of a younger self in school uniform. 

(photo by Jeff Leung; courtesy of wen yau)

 

 
 

「雨傘運動」──「民間藝術」導賞團 (Guided Tour 
of ‘Vernacular Art’ in Umbrella Movement) 
15 October 2014 
Occupied Site in Admiralty 
 
Invited by the online media Pentoy, I hosted a guided 
tour in the occupied site in Admiralty.  In the video, I 
showed some objects and installations made by the 
protesters including the Umbrella Man, Lennon Wall 
Hong Kong, Umbrella Tree, the Study Room, etc and 
discussed the reimagination and reinvention of public 
space in these works as discussed in Chapter 3 
Section 3.4.  
 

 
(photo courtesy of PenToy)

 

(The original link to PenToy is no longer accessible; the video can be viewed on my Vimeo channel: 
https://vimeo.com/wenyau/um2014 – password: um2014) 
 

 

                                                                    
1 Online album of profile pictures and stories sent in by the audience in the open call:  
https://www.facebook.com/pg/hammerout.hk/photos/?tab=album&album_id=744300202304114  
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像藝術家一樣畫畫──有排(牌)寫生 
Painting like an artist – Plein Air 
30 December 2014 
in front of Lennon Wall Hong Kong/Outside CGC, Admiralty
 
As part of a serial project that did plein-air in public 
space in Hong Kong, I made a painting in front of the 
‘Lennon Wall Hong Kong’ that was cleaned after the 
eviction of the occupation.  The wall was a spectacular 
landmark, covered by colourful post-it notes of 
positive words contributed by the protesters during 
the Umbrella Movement.  It was then heavily guarded 
as a 14-year-old girl was arrested on 23 December for 
making chalk drawings on the wall.  After painting 
the staircase and façade of the CGC building, I invited 
passers-by to contribute their colourful strokes on the 
canvas to ‘reconstruct’ the Lennon Wall they missed. 
 
(see Chapter 4 Section 4.9 for further details.) 

 
(↑ photo by Vik Lai; bottom; ↓ photo courtesy of wen yau) 

 
 

 
 

洗太平地 Keep Hong Kong Clean 
11 January 2015 
Tamar Park 
 
As part of the ‘凝聚傘粉•自由的筆’ (Umbrella Fans 
Come Together: Free drawing) event organized by 
Hong Kong Shield to protest against the arrest of the 
14-year-old girl for her chalk drawing on the ‘Lennon 
Wall Hong Kong’, I blind-folded myself and mopped 
the floor in Tamar Park with concentrated lavender-
scented disinfectant.  This was the third time I did 
this mopping performance (the first time on 4 June 
2009 to commemorate the Tiananmen Square 
Movement in 1989; the second time was in a street 
event after Ai Weiwei was  ‘disappeared’ by the PRC 
government in 2011).  The mopping was envisaged as 
an act of graffiti with disinfectant too in this edition. 

  
(photo by Cally Yu; courtesy of wen yau) 
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Performance/Exhibition in Gallery 
 
 
 

萬語千言 wish you were here 
13-20 December 2014 
2nd Venice International Performance Art Week, Venice, 
Italy 
 
In the installation/performance, I repeatedly 
wrote the slogan ‘I want universal suffrage’ (我
要真普選) in Chinese with charcoal in a 100-sq 
feet room to create an installation half filled by 
my writing. Then I blindfolded myself in the 
long durational performance to continue writing 
the slogan.  The slogan was seen everywhere in 
the Occupy Movement in Hong Kong which was 
evicted by the police at the same time of my 
performance, and the symbolic act of repeatedly 
writing it responded to the unfulfilled hope and 
empty promise of activism.  
On 19 December, I went blind-walking in the 
Tamar Park at midnight (1:30-3:30am) upon 
my return from Venice to Hong Kong.  The 
solitary walk in the once-occupied site was live 
webcasted and projected on my charcoal 
writings in Venice. 
Accompanying this performance was a 
screening programme ‘Performing Civil 
Struggles: in-between conformity and resistance 
in Hong Kong (2004-2014)’ curated by me.  The 
programme comprised of documentaries of art 
projects or intervention that broadly touched on 
civil rights and related topics in Hong Kong.  
 

(photo by Elena Cardin/Eames Armstrong; courtesy of wen yau) 

(for further details: http://www.wenyau.net/wp/2014/12/13/wish-you-were-here/; 
video documentation of performance: https://vimeo.com/wenyau/wishyouwerehere – password: D07689) 
 

 



 

Performing Identities:  
performative practices in post-Handover Hong Kong art & activism 

 

 

自／體：公民抗爭的展演與想像 
Performing Civil Struggles: an auto-
ethnographic account on resistance, 
imagination and performative practices 
5-27 Feb 2015 
Lingnam University 
 
As part of the Prelude to the Lingnan Arts 
Festival 2015: creativity, movement, space, I 
presented this exhibition inside the university 
library.  After the Umbrella Movement, lots of 
exhibitions mushroomed in the city reminiscing 
on the objects, motifs and scenes of the 
occupation.  In this exhibition, I intended to 
create critical dialogue in a multivocal setting.  
Other than showing documentation of my 
performative actions related to the 
Occupy/Umbrella Movement in 2014, I avoided 
using motifs such as umbrella and yellow ribbon 
which were omnipresent during the occupation.  
I also invited Chan Sai Lok, Clara Cheung, Jaffa 
Lam and Yuen Yan who joined me in various 
events or actions during the movement to 
present a work in response to the post-occupy 
situations in Hong Kong. 
 

 
(photo courtesy of wen yau)  

 
 

(for further details: http://www.wenyau.net/wp/2015/02/05/lu_exhibition/)
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Other Projects Inspired by My Research on Art and Activism 
 
‘Homage to All Peaceful Revolutionaries’ (謹向所有和平革命者致敬) is a series of work 
inspired by my research on art and activism.  Here are some selected works: 
 
 

 
(photo by Thomas Korn/Liu Yin; courtesy of wen yau) 
 

哇塞 Wahnsinn 
25-29 June 2014 
Bornholmer Strasse & Import Projects, 
Berlin, Germany 
 
A total of 119 plants were transplanted 
from the tramway on Bornholmer 
Strasse by the Bösebrück to the gallery, 
and at the same time the same number 
of sunflower seeds were planted at the 
same spot. While trams pass by every 
day there, will the sunflowers grow and 
flourish? The spatial displacement of 
plants shows my reflection upon the 
notion of unity of a nation, particularly 
in relation to my own experience of 
Hong Kong's sovereignty returned to 
Mainland China in 1997. This project is 
also a homage to all revolutionaries 
who have dedicated their effort to make 
social changes peacefully, and 
especially to those who sacrificed 
themselves anonymously in social 
movements. 
  

(for further details: http://www.wenyau.net/wp/2014/06/27/wahnsinn/; 
video documentation: https://vimeo.com/wenyau/wahnsinn – password: berlin2014)

 

 
 
 

  
(photo courtesy of wen yau) 

一切回復正常 Don’t worry, it’s OK 
3-8 June 2015 
Hong Kong Baptist University 
 
Fertile soil and wild plants were picked 
from Ma Shi Po, an area in Northeast 
New Territories where lots of farmland 
had been grabbed by land developers in 
recent years.  The soil and plants were 
transplanted to the entrance of the 
gallery.  All visitors had to step on the 
soil and plants before getting in the 
gallery to see the exhibition.   
The title of this work refers to a 
statement repeated by the government 
officials to assuage public discontent 
after the Umbrella Movement.  This 
work also reflects upon the hypocritical 
practices of art and activism. 
 
 

(for further details: http://www.wenyau.net/wp/2015/06/03/dun-worry/)
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(photo courtesy of wen yau) 

 

毋忘･毋諒 ¡Ni perdón, Ni olvido! 
26-30 July 2016 
Mexico City, Mexico 
 
Tlateloloc is the place where the 
Spanish conquered Mexico in 1521, the 
place where the protest turned into 
bloodshed in 1968, the place where the 
Earthquake in 1985 took away 
hundreds of lives and some buildings. 
More importantly, it is the place where 
people now live with vivid memories 
and experiences. While monuments on 
the Plaza of Three Cultures 
commemorate these historical events in 
Tlateloloc, what keeps the living 
memories of habitants in the place? 
Local neighbours were invited to join 
my workshop, sharing their treasured 
memories of Tlateloloc. The stories 
were then presented in forms of food: 
edible monuments to be shared with 
friends, neighbours and the public in a 
party in the Plaza of Three Cultures. 
These transient monuments,  themed 
Home, Empathy, Solidarity, Identity 
and Diversity, as compared to the 
authoritative ones, offer not only 
gastronomic delights but also create a 
communal space where people share 
intimate moments of celebrating their 
lives in Tlateloloc and personal 
exchanges. In response to my 
experience of working with the 
residents, I also created a fruits and 
herbs infused water fountain for each 
group as Monuments of Energies. 
 

(for further details: http://www.wenyau.net/wp/2016/07/30/ni-perdon-ni-olvido/) 
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