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From understanding to action

• Urgency of climatic & ecological 
crises does not allow for 
gradualistic transitions (in research 
or reality), but calls for radical 
transformation.
• Popular movements (student 

strikes world-wide, Sunrise 
Movement in USA, Extinction 
Rebellion) all realise this.
• Is our research supporting them? 

How can we contribute and 
participate?



Activism
• Why activism? Why not “just” science-informed policy?
• How do we understand change – how does social change happen?
• Different types of activism: different goals, strategies, effectiveness.

ØImportance of non-violent civil disobedience
ØImportance of ongoing critical reflection.

• VERY IMPORTANT: You only truly understand how a system works, 
and what it is made of, when you try to change it. The surface story is 
NEVER reality.
• “Those who do not move do not notice their chains.” – Rosa 

Luxemburg. Activism is the movement that enables us to understand 
our societies.



Why do we need activism?

My great research 
result indicates we 
should change our 

policy!

Politician or 
government official

Scientist

Policy Brief

We need to 
change ….

I read the brief and I 
agree! I will now work 
with my colleagues to 

change our policy.Ideal scientific view of how change happens:
Cartoon version of “technocratic” change process.



In reality, however …

Politician
Political party 
factions and 

positions

Focus of local 
voters

Media and 
representation 

of debates

Current process 
of government 

(ministries, 
budgets, 

schedules  …)

Strong forces in 
society: wealthy 

people, prominent 
industries, lobby 

groups.

Social class, 
position in 

society

Scientist with a good idea.

Funding climate denial

Getting subsidies 
for fossil fuel 
industries and 
infrastructure 
(roads, airports etc)

Things this politician 
actually cares about, 
and their ambitions.



Conclusion: good science is not enough. 
We need activism.

One goal of activism? To give the necessity for social change a bigger voice. 

Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) & 
other scientific 
groups

Motivation 
for change

Sufficient 
pressure

ACTIVISM

Politicians



Broad types of activism, and pros & cons

Types of activism Membership in 
organization
(Greenpeace, 
Friends of the Earth, 
WWF …)

Taking part in
campaigns, actions, 
marches, lobbying 
politicians.

Non-violent civil 
disobedience: youth 
strikes, Extinction
Rebellion

Pros Easy, everyone can 
do it. Organization 
has established 
ways of talking to 
politicians.

Low-risk, visible, can 
have some effect.

Highly visible, 
resonates with 
public. Changes 
debate.

Cons Reliance on 
foundation funding,
incremental goals, 
risk averse.

Doesn’t work for 
profound change 
against powerful 
opponents.

High risk, personal 
sacrifice, disruptive.

Theory of social 
change

Structure-based 
organizing.

Visibility of topic. Popular
mobilization: 
movement.

ENGAGEMENT (& EFFECTIVENESS?)



Different approaches for 
different change levels

Donella Meadows “Leverage Points: how to intervene in a system”



The research case for non-violent civil disobedience

• Profound change against powerful entrenched 
elites requires a strong countering force 
(“coercion”).
• People power can’t compete in terms of military 

or police or economic force. 
• But it can still win! And often does.
• The study of popular movements is neglected in 

political science. 
• Main contributions from practitioners (Gandhi, 

Martin Luther King, Judi Bari …) and a few 
researcher (Gene Sharp, Frances Fox Piven, Engler
& Engler).



Beyond “appeals to power”
• Understanding social movements from 

below (us, climate activists, popular 
movements) AND from above (structures 
of political and economic power).

• Different tactics to be maximally 
effective: 

* confronting power 
* exposing power
* delegitimizing power
* replacing power. 

Our social movements are thus justified in ceasing to appeal 
to governments, and starting to be much more 
confrontational (again, non-violently), exposing their lack of 
legitimacy,  corruption and harm evidenced by their actions. 



From scientific analysis to

11

“The scientists who alerted the world to the 
climate and ecological crises have a moral 

duty to join the popular movements 
demanding political action.”

“It has become abundantly clear that governments 
don’t act on climate without pressure from civil society: 
threatening and silencing activists thus seems to be a 
new form of anti-democratic refusal to act on climate.”




