Reflecting in order to move beyond
(climate) activism as usual.
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Whatever happened to the climate movement?
In early 2012 we interviewed six “ex” UK climate activists (most of whom were from Manchester) and asked
them about their involvement in climate change campaigning. We asked each person the following questions:
What got you involved in climate activism? Which groups were you involved in? How long were you involved? What
kept you involved? Why did you stop/ become less involved? What are you doing now? What would it take for you to
get back involved? What should activists in Greater Manchester be doing around climate change? This article is a
summary of some of the points made, particularly in answer to the question “Why did you stop/ become less
involved?”
There were many different factors identified which contributed to the interviewees' declining involvement.
Many of them are summed up by the observation, “on the one hand there is the flaws of the movement; on the
other hand there is the overwhelming size of the challenge.” As well as these, several people mentioned the fact
that other issues had become more important to them, meaning they had less time available for working on
climate issues. Finally, the “lack of movement at the elite political level” and how this “has taken the wind out
of the sails of the lower levels” was mentioned, particularly with reference to the outcome of the COP 15
Climate talks in Copenhagen at the end of 2009. These four categories [1) Flaws of the movement 2) Size of
the challenge 3) Other issues/ time 4) Elite level] will now be briefly explored.
The phrase “flaws of the movement” covers a range of things that were mentioned by different people. For
example one person thought there was a “lack of a clear idea of what the climate movement was, what it was
trying to do- and what the actual politics of the people who took part were. So it was a bit of a movement
against some abstract concept: climate change, but what are we actually trying to do about it? I don’t know.
Because it was a nice abstract concept, climate change, it meant that so many people with so many diverse
opinions and viewpoints could coalesce, but once you scratch the surface there was no real connection between
anyone, there was nothing that held people together.”
Aberle's (1966) typology of social movements is a useful tool for highlighting some of those “diverse opinions
and viewpoints”. See below for more info.
Linked to this is the observation that there were “too many environmentalists” meaning “climate change, and
environmental issues in general, are a bit of a mess, because you’ve got a lot of conflicting viewpoints with
them. There is loads of hippie-ish bullshit to do with mystical occultism- I don’t even know what.
Environmentalism is a problematic approach because it comes with a lot of baggage.” There was a suspicion
that climate stuff had become a “mask for a very limited reforming agenda. So despite vocally saying capitalism
is the cause of climate change and the problem, it ended up seeking ways that capitalism could address climate
change. All of that seems to me to be so, just illogical. You know that it won’t work yet you do it anyway.”
In terms of the internal dynamics of some groups, it was noted that “there was a very problematic dynamic that
existed within the climate change groupings. It kind of felt like it was a movement of controllers and a
movement of useful idiots. There were people who had their ideas and wanted their ideas to be enacted upon,
and tried to get those ideas done. And then there were other people who got them done, or were there to fill
the crowd and make it look there’s enough people here, or whatever. What it didn’t feel was like a group of
equal comrades working together to achieve a change together, there was no togetherness. It was not a
movement born out of collective struggle and collective solidarity” Some of the politics, or the lack thereof, was
also an issue: “I suppose I was quite disappointed about the way the Climate Camp went, and I got quite
disaffected with the radical end of climate activism after the 2007 Camp. The depoliticisation of it was an issue
for me.” The same person goes on, “At that Camp I was quite shocked by a lot of the attitudes I saw on display,
which were not really what I associated with a progressive, anti-capitalist, libertarian politics.” The final flaw of
the movement identified was the “element of burnout; I think there wasn’t enough achieved and so people did
feel that despite all these things very little has changed.”

The second category, the “overwhelming size of the issue” was also mentioned by several people: “you could
also argue that on a wider humanity level people were not ready to counter the continuing paradigm that we’ve
always been living under which is growth, more, and better everything. Own more, move around faster, that
whole paradigm” Two people mentioned the C word: “Maybe fundamentally the issue is capitalism, because
that’s the kind of thing that makes it impossible to address climate change in a way that would be socially just.”
And “if the underlying cause, as I consider it to be, of climate change, is our social framework, then surely the
best way to stop climate change is to change our social framework in a way that people will actually engage
with, rather than trying to keep peddling this climate change idea, which just doesn’t resonate with people” and
“If capitalism causes climate change, then why not focus on capitalism and not climate change, for example.”
There was also a tension when considering the scale of the problem, and therefore the kinds of approaches that
might need to be adopted in addressing it quickly enough: “There was quite a lot of stuff that made you think,
well, if that’s what you think about the solutions to climate change, we should just be lobbying for Friends of
the Earth or Green Party. The argument was basically look, forget the radical social change issues, climate
change is so urgent we need to forget radical activism, we need to push for the most pragmatic state-led
solutions. I think in a way, why I was so angry was that part of me thought well, the Monbiots have a bit of a
point. Dealing with climate change is such a massive thing that really it is only going to be achieved by
something with the force of the state. It’s not something which sits very easily with a completely libertarian
society unless everyone goes back to a very localised self-sufficient way of living. And I kind of thought well,
maybe climate change isn’t the issue that is approachable from this angle.”
Thirdly, some said that they simply didn’t have as much time available to spend on climate change
campaigning: “when I was doing most of my work on climate change – in 2007 – I was a full-time
undergraduate or master’s student, and I probably worked about 20 hours a week at most. So I had fuckloads of
free time, and I used to campaign on loads of stuff. I used to do migration campaigning, anti-war. I had so
much free time. And now I work 40 hours a week plus all the other shit you have to do”. And “I think that in
truth it was that I became incredibly active on [a different issue] and it’s really quite difficult to maintain it.
There is only so much extra time you can have, I find, and energy.” Specific mention was made by several
people of the economic crisis, and the Government’s response in the form of the austerity measures which made
them reconsider their priorities: “I think because of the Tory cuts and everything that was going on last year
with higher education funding, I didn’t have time to really do that much to promote [climate stuff]” And
“climate change campaigning was what I felt was a good thing in the good times when the economy is ticking
over well” but “now it’s not, it’s useless. It is no longer the good times so it seems to me that we should no
longer focus on climate change.”
The same person can pinpoint the turning point for them: “I guess the crucial point at which I stopped was
basically, and I was aware of it for a few months, that I was going to stop doing anything to do with climate
change, and that was the growing build-up towards the inevitable announcement by the government of the
austerity measures that they were going to introduce” because “trying to use climate change as a means to
explore the underlying systemic problems of the way of our society is set up is just too subtle, when there’s
obvious social collapse going on around you that is in everyone’s faces”. And “I think a lot of people have
moved on to things looking at the systemic violence that is going on, rather than just [climate]. Because things
have changed so rapidly since 2009 in terms of structural injustice, systemic violence, seeing things so
gridlocked and such omnipresent oppression, I think people are talking now between the climate movement
and anti-racist movements, homeless movements, because they’re not seeing it as some isolated things”. Also “I
think the austerity issue – I went away in [year deleted], so dropped out of activism for a while. When I came
back the Tories were dismantling the welfare state. If we’d still been carrying on in a steady period of economic
growth, I’d have still carried on with climate change. But you get a different sense of the threats – this could be
the end of public universities within the next two months, then you obviously divert your attention there.”
Finally some interviewees claim that “ultimately the lack of movement at the elite political level has taken the
wind out of the sails of the lower levels. And it makes it difficult to get as many people along to meetings. It
makes it difficult to identify targets and goals; it makes it difficult to kind of create a kind of energy around the
subject.” Other people agreed that the outcome of the COP 15 Climate negotiations in Copenhagen in 2009
were also a factor: “But I think after Copenhagen... now I’ve had the sense that there isn’t the sense of political

momentum. I’m a bit worried that a lot of the campaigning around climate change would be ineffectual. It
doesn’t seem there’s that space for it any more.” And “Copenhagen has to have some mixed influences, most
people seem to agree that Copenhagen was the high point of climate activism, even though groups/ networks
like Climate Camp could see that it was never going to come up with a just solution I think even climate
activist were surprised back the lack of… we thought there would be a fudge that would be green-washed, but
it wasn’t even that. It was a failure even on their terms. It also knocked the time frame out a little bit because
up until then, my involvement had been from 2006 and pretty immediately all things pointed to Copenhagen
as a time by which we needed to get all our shit together.” Also “I did lots of stuff to do with going to
Copenhagen and trying to challenge Copenhagen and trying to delegitimize it and point out RBS and the
interconnectedness of the bailout and the economic crisis and climate change, and stuff. That’s what kept me
involved, and also what got me out of doing it.”
All of the interviews can be found in full at endingactivism.org along with a whole bunch of other related stuff.

Issue Attention Cycle
"Public interest in the environment and membership in
environmental organizations has ebbed and flowed over the
years, as has media attention to environmental issues. Anthony
Downs (1972) argues that there is an “issue attention cycle”
whereby the public becomes alarmed about a problem and very
concerned with its amelioration. Once the public comes to
realize the cost of significant progress, however, enthusiasm for
solutions to the problem dampens. Eventually, a decline in
public interest is followed by a ‘post-problem phase’ during
which the problem may sporadically recapture public interest.
In 1972 Downs wrote that the public was already starting to realize the enormity of the social and financial
costs involved in cleaning up the environment. "
Page 106 of " Social Movements” by Suzanne Staggenborg, Oxford University Press 2008

Different types ofenvironmentalism
"Most social movement theorizing has focused on what social movements do – exploit opportunities,
mobilize resources, coordinate collective identity, frame messages – rather than the substantive components
of what the movement stands for or what changes are specifically sought.
“Aberle’s (1966) typology is still relevant (Lofland, 1996). The typology is organized according to the degree
of change sought (partial/total) and the target of change (individual/group or society)
Different forms of environmentalism fit into each
of these categories. That which targets personal
behaviour change, such as recycling, is alterative.
Advocates of individuals going “back-to-nature”
would be a redemptive movement. Proposals for
“ecological modernization” of current practices,
such as a carbon-tax, or car-free zones in cities,
would be reformative. Paradigmatic change leading
to revolutionary restructuring of social institutions, such as deep ecology or the novel Ecotopia (Callenbach,
1973) would be transformative.”
Education, Social Movements and Environmental Learning
(from Developing a Compassionate Sense of Place: Environmental and social Conscientization in
Environmental Organizations,
Randolph Haluza-DeLay

Beyond Activism

The name for this project was, in part, inspired by an article called 'Give up Activism' (1999).
Here we include some extracts from it, along with a more recent article titled 'Why I Hate
Activism' (2010).

Give up Activism
"What is more of an issue for us is the feeling of separateness from ‘ordinary people’ that activism implies.
People identify with some weird sub-culture or clique as being ‘us’ as opposed to the ‘them’ of everyone else in
the world...The activist role is a self-imposed isolation from all the people we should be connecting to. Taking
on the role of an activist separates you from the rest of the human race as someone special and different... This
is a modest proposal that we should develop ways of operating that are adequate to our radical ideas. to work
to escalate the struggle it will be necessary to break with the role of activists to whatever extent is possible – to
constantly try to push at the boundaries of our limitations and constraints. "

Full article (and a post-script) can be found here: eco-action.org/dod/no9/activism.htm or a longer selection ofextracts
is on http://endingactivism.org/2012/05/18/give-up-activism/

Why I Hate Activism
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"What I mean by activism is the work of that particular sect,
“the activists”, who have taken it upon themselves to rid the
world of evil. The adoption of activism as a role or a lifestyle is a
significant obstacle to progress towards genuine and farreaching social and political change. ..The tendency to associate
activism with a particular lifestyle can lead to the estrangement
of activists from the general population and the dilution of
radical politics...Associated with the adoption of the activist role
is an inflexibility around strategy and tactics. Because activism
inevitably means perpetuating action, there is often little
opportunity for reflection and adaptation within the
milieu. ..The adoption of activism as a lifestyle rather than a
medium for bringing about social change serves to alienate
those who do not identify with its idiosyncratic culture. The
unspoken rules of what hairstyles, clothing, diet and lifestyle
choices are and aren’t acceptable in the activist ghetto are major
barriers to those who are interested in the same revolutionary
aims but don’t share the lifestyle... [A] divergence of political
positions around a common lifestyle seems to be the opposite of
what is required to bring about wide reaching social change...What can be done by those who are committed
to that radical change and, out of the lack of alternatives, end up defining ourselves as activists?
We need a massive range of people from all backgrounds to adopt radical ideas before meaningful change
becomes possible which means accepting people who have different lifestyles and different ideas about eating
meat, shopping in supermarkets and using fossil fuels to those prevalent in the subculture. There is a need to
be open to and welcoming of everyone who is sick of the system of domination.”
Full article available at ceasefiremagazine.co.uk/diaryofadomesticextremistonactivism/ and a
longer selection of extracts is at endingactivism.org/2012/05/25/whyihateactivism/

Quotes from surveys

Lots ofwonderful people have filled in our short survey, which asks similar questions to those in the initial
interviews. Here are some ofthe answers we received:

Why do people stop being involved?
“ i) Unfulfilling ii) Burn out iii) Personal fallings out iv) Moving on to other things v) Frustration.”

"Boredom and disillusionment at poor organisation, self-satisfaction, childish infighting in much activism of
all kinds.
Assumption that evening meetings in pubs and places without disabled access are acceptable in a modern
movement.
Tedious, lengthy meetings dominated by a small number of men who all know and hang out with each other,
and their girlfriends."
"One reason for lack of involvement would be lack of time or bad time management skills. Then again other
reasons could be disillusionment, not necessarily with the cause but with the techniques used.
Activism can be as dogmatic as religion I’ve found. Cherry picking evidence to suit a cause however worthy
(not referring to climate activism, but to anti-GM activism now) is disillusioning as is not a sign of good
logic. "
"- Lack of progression
- Inefficient, boring, pointless and unproductive meetings
- Lack of creativity in tactics"
"Because they become apathetic or give up hope.
Because they are frustrated at how things are run.
Because their ideas are not as radical as those around them
Because they have other commitments
Because they find the activism stressful"

Ifyou are no longer involved, what would it take for YOU to get involved again?
" being able to identify with more tangible and achievable goals."

"clear strategies towards defined short-term winnable goals within a larger overview."
"a movement with a clear, thought through strategy seeking to work with normal people on issues which affect
their everyday life. "

What are the barriers to becoming (re)involved?
" Time. Weird people. Money. Lack of any sense of being able to change anything. Disempowerment. Too

many unwashed men talking to one another and not to the outside world."
"i) Visibility – Where to go to get involved.
ii) Knowledge – lots of assumed knowledge, also vague ideas of activists (more self-education)
iii) Clear strategies and methods."
"- Hard to break into pre-existing social circles
- Not fitting the stereotype (true or otherwise)
- Seeing the same mistakes being made over and over again"

All of the surveys can be found in full at endingactivism.org/surveys/ and if you haven't had a go at
answering these questions yet, please (pretty please) do so over at endingactivism.org/tell-us-what-youthink-2/

